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ABSTRACT 
 
 In this dissertation, I explore the spectrum of positive and negative consumer experiences 
within brand communities. Specifically, I study how consumers proactively pursue positive 
experiences, and how they reactively manage negative experiences in this social marketspace. In 
Essay 1, I offer an integrative perspective with which to study belonging in consumption. 
Specifically, I utilize qualitative data from written narratives and an 11-month ethnography to 
illustrate a belonging process within an established brand community. I investigate how 
individuals navigate this process, and how people deliberately control what and how they 
consume to belong. In so doing, I specifically demarcate belonging-laden constructs, and 
describe their interrelationships.  
In my second essay, I draw from theory regarding the management of organizational 
conflict to illuminate tensions between focal consumers and the firm. Importantly, I illustrate 
how the firm’s relationship with other brand community members (i.e., other consumers, 
marketing agents, service providers) influence the focal consumer’s experience. I advance 
scholars’ conceptualization of the brand community, and I argue that in addition to examining 
positive consumer experiences within this social context, academics should also investigate the 
negative experiences that occur in such a community. Specifically, I contend that conflict is a 
pervasive force in this marketplace context which requires rigorous study. Utilizing interviews, 
observation, and archival data, I contribute to extant theory by delineating how conflict emerges 
within a brand community. I explain consumers’ emotional and cognitive reactions to such 
conflict, and I illuminate how consumers choose to navigate it. I conclude explicating theoretical 
and practical implications. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 Introduction to Dissertation 
 
Humans are individual beings. We have individual minds, individual bodies, individual 
perceptions of the past, and individual goals for the future. However, there are many ways in 
which being human is not about being an individual at all; instead, it is about how each of us 
belongs to a group of individuals. At a very basic level, we define who we are by our 
relationships with others. We frequently refer to our memberships of families, nations, 
ethnicities, religions, political parties, occupations, and other communities to help describe 
ourselves. Why do we do so? 
The notion that human beings possess an inherent need to connect with others is not a 
new one. Maslow’s (1943) famous hierarchy of needs positions belongingness needs 
immediately after physiological and safety needs. Literature from evolutionary psychology 
suggests several reasons why belonging develops as a fundamental human motivation (Barchas 
1986). Empirical work supports the propositions posed by evolutionary psychology. Baumeister 
and Leary (1995) compile a preponderance of evidence to support that the need to belong exists, 
though their research strictly focuses on the psychological, interpersonal level. This fundamental 
need drives humans to associate with communities, engage in social activities, and seek long-
lasting relationships (Yuval-Davis 2007). Furthermore, scholars regard the need as universal 
across cultures (Baumeister and Leary 1995). In sum, research affirms that the need to belong is 
considered one of the most fundamental needs, suggesting this need developed to increase 
humans’ chances at survival (Baumeister and Leary 1995).  
The need to belong (and the desire for same) likewise exert a strong influence over 
consumption choices. Tragedies and celebrations are often related to social connections and 
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belonging-related consumption. For example, after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon in 2001, national surveys found that 74% to 82% of Americans reacted 
by displaying national flags on their houses, cars, or bodies. Conversely, within a single year, 
U.S. adults spent more than eight billion dollars on sports apparel alone to support their favorite 
teams (Scheerder, Vos, and Taks 2011). The Collegiate Licensing Company reports the retail 
market for college-licensed merchandise is valued at $4.6 billion. Indeed, Mead et al. (2011) note 
that one may merely walk onto a college campus to see how prevalently college-licensed 
merchandise is consumed. Likewise, joining families through marriage is a highly visible way to 
belong to a new core social group, and couples now spend approximately $31,000 on wedding 
ceremonies to celebrate these unions (Seaver 2014).   
How people navigate their social worlds to connect with others is a phenomenon that 
attracts the attention of scholars across a variety of disciplines, including psychology, social 
psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Researchers studying particular populations (such as 
students, immigrants, and refugees) take a special interest in belonging. Despite the attention 
belonging phenomena garners within these foundational social sciences, the marketing domain 
has yet to fully empirically explore belonging, and to capitalize on the fertile theoretical insights 
developed. Likewise, the ways people try to remain attached to groups facing conflict need to be 
explored.  
How conflict relates to social connections attracts scholars’ interest from a variety of 
disciplines. Simmel (1955) established the notion that individuals within a social group may 
grow closer by confronting some external conflict. Sherif (1958) extends this argument, offering 
evidence that common goals may reduce conflict between members of two competing groups.  
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Levine and White (1961) outline structural levels of social conflict, dimensionalizing the 
contexts in which conflict may manifest. Specifically, the authors identify three categories, 
including intrafamily, intracommunity, and intercommunity. Acknowledging the prevalence of 
tensions within social groups is important, as Shirlow and Murtagh (2004) contend social 
incompatibilities are pervasive, even among homogenous groups. 
 Sociological scholarship on conflict informs conflict research in organizational contexts. 
Rahim and Bonoma (1979) articulate how conflict manifests in organizations, and argue that 
conflict should not be resolved. Rather, organizational leaders should manage conflict to extract 
the benefits of disagreements and incompatibilities. The authors identify five strategies to 
manage conflict. Rahim (2002) proceeds to develop this theorization, detailing how these five 
strategies emerge under specific environmental conditions.  
In two essays, I will examine how consumers leverage consumption-related activities in 
order to enhance social connections within different contexts. The first essay will offer a 
theoretical framework of how consumers pursue belongingness within a brand community. Essay 
1, “Theorizing and Illuminating the Belonging Process within a Consumption Context,” 
generates this framework within the context of consumers who actively seek to establish 
belonging and a service provider that consciously aims to build a sense of belonging among its 
consumers, students within an undergraduate honors cohort. In Essay 2, “Exploring Brand 
Community Conflict,” I examine conflict within brand communities and how it influences 
consumers. Specifically, I unpack what brand community conflict is, and how consumers react 
and respond to it.  
Through these essays, I strive to develop our understanding of belonging and link these 
insights with consumer research. I enumerate the contributions of each essay at the end of each. 
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Broadly, however, the theoretical contributions that emerge from this dissertation will advance 
understandings of how consumers connect with brand communities, and how their strategies to 
remain connected are influenced by various factors including the target social group, marketing 
agents, and community conflict. The essays also expand upon the current approach to 
consumers’ belonging rooted in social psychology which emphasizes reactions to social 
exclusion.  
In addition to making basic contributions to the understanding of consumer belonging in 
consumer research, my dissertation should be of special interest to marketing practitioners, 
because although marketers may utilize social exclusion research to better understand how to 
best respond to relevant consumer complaints, this type of research is primarily reactive in 
nature. Conversely, studying how consumers actively enhance their belonging experiences 
should be critical for marketing practitioners who aim to proactively strengthen their brand 
communities.  
I leverage qualitative methods to better understand how people engage in consumption 
activities to pursue, maintain, and enhance connections with communities. Qualitative methods 
are especially conducive to studying the development of social connections since these 
phenomena are process-oriented, and inherently related with other constructs (Baumeister and 
Leary 1995; Viswanathan 2005). Furthermore, because many studies pertaining to social 
connections are conducted under experimental conditions, researchers are unable to detect the 
“natural” strategies consumers enact to navigate their relationships with social group; all of the 
strategies in a response set stem from researchers engaged in a deductive approach. In addition, 
however, quantitative methods will allow me to test the strength of key relationships that emerge 
from the qualitative theory-building.  
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DISSERTATION STRUCTURE 
This dissertation is formatted as follows. First, I offer a general review of the literature 
related to the phenomena I study, belongingness and connections to communities. Though the 
two essays are conceptually linked, the introductory literature review is notably more related to 
the first essay. This is because my first essay is formatted as a standard journal article. Thus, its 
literature review is presented in a format appropriate for that outlet. I therefore offer a more 
extensive review of the phenomena in Essay 1 as a supplementary precursor, describing literature 
relevant to the nomological network pertaining to social connections and belonging. I proceed to 
my first essay, where I explicate how individuals leverage consumption to belong. I then 
continue to my second essay, where I introduce “brand community conflict” as a novel 
theoretical construct. I offer a more extensive literature review in this second essay to 
contextualize my research study. I conclude my dissertation with the conclusion of this essay.  
RELEVANT BELONGING LITERATURE 
In the section below, I provide a review of relevant literature designed to supplement the 
literature review I offer in Essay 1, and to demarcate relevant constructs within the nomological 
network of belongingness. To demonstrate a well-rounded understanding of these phenomena, 
my review spans disciplines and research philosophies.  
Conceptualizations of Belonging 
Origins of Belongingness Needs.   Literature from evolutionary psychology suggests 
several reasons why establishing belonging develops as a fundamental human motivation. One 
reason pertains to a human’s basic desire to reproduce. First, he or she must establish an 
interpersonal bond with a potential mate to procreate. Additionally, once an infant is born, 
humans must find social support from either their partner or others to raise the child safely. 
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Furthermore, fulfilling belonging needs may have been necessary to address environmental 
concerns. For example, hunting a large animal requires the coordination of several individuals to 
successfully kill and prepare the animal for consumption. Moreover, belonging may play an 
essential role when individuals face resource constraints, leading them to exchange resources in 
times of need (Barchas 1986).  
Social Identity Theory and Belonging.       Social identity theory is a social-psychological 
analytical approach that focuses on how group membership, group processes, and intergroup 
relations influence self-concepts (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, and Wetherell 1987). Within 
this approach, optimal distinctiveness theory (Brewer 1991) connects feelings of belonging to 
group memberships. According to this theory, a sense of belonging is attained from perceived 
immersion within groups. This perception arises from the categorical perception processes 
explained in self-categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987), where “group members (including 
the self) are perceived, not as individuals, but as depersonalised and interchangeable exemplars 
of a homogenous group” (Easterbrook and Vignoles 2013, 455). Importantly, the social identity 
perspective conceptualizes social groups as abstract social categories, based on shared 
characteristics or similarities among members (Turner et al. 1987).  
Extant literature contends that social categories are construed as abstract collectives 
characterized by stereotypes, norms, and perceived homogeneity, and not concrete behavioral 
interactions (Deaux and Martin 2003). Consequently, research in this discipline shows that 
people feel most included within larger groups (Pickett, Silver, and Brewer 2002). When 
people’s inclusion to groups are threatened, evidence demonstrates that people attempt to 
reaffirm membership using a variety of techniques, including heightened perceptions of group 
homogeneity, self-stereotyping, and in-group size (Pickett, Silver, and Brewer 2002).  
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 In addition to social categories, people may perceive social groups as social networks, 
emphasizing the interaction among group members. When perceived as a network, social groups 
are “construed as sets of relationships rather than collective wholes” (Easterbrook and Vignoles 
2013, 456). Factors such as intimacy, interdependence, and frequent interaction are found to be 
antecedents in this context. It is critical to note that an organization may be framed as both a 
social category and network at different times (Rutchick, Hamilton, and Sack 2008) since this 
perception may impact how an individual connects with a social group.  
The Current Conceptualization of Belonging 
I first acknowledge that my conceptualization of belonging is strongly rooted in work 
pertaining to the “sense of belonging” construct. The reasons for this particular underlying 
theoretical lens is because unlike other theoretical constructs related to belonging, the “sense of 
belonging” construct is discussed as a fluid, processual construct rather than a state-based 
construct, thus, particularly apt to study a belonging process. However, Meeuwisse et al. (2010) 
argue that the “sense of belonging as a theoretical construct has not been well studied and is 
inconsistently defined” though other researchers attempt to clarify the construct. Despite the 
disparate work on this construct and disagreement regarding its definition, I utilize existing 
literature to develop a definition of the term “sense of belonging” conducive to consumer 
research. Importantly, I do not refer to the construct as “feelings” of belonging (Easterbrook and 
Vignoles 2013) for two reasons. First, I am adopting an inductive approach, meaning I intend to 
allow the data to facilitate development of the construct. In addition, prior research on belonging 
recognizes that experiencing a sense of belonging may involve not only emotional dimensions, 
but cognitive and behavioral aspects as well (Hagerty et al. 1993).  
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 The definition I employ here is consistent with prior work from a variety of disciplines. 
Specifically, I integrate key facets of belonging definitions identified in extant literature to 
develop a comprehensive definition that will be conducive to consumer research. I use the term  
“sense of belonging” to refer to a subjective, context-mediated experience that derives from a 
personal relationship with an external referent evolving in response to the degree to which an 
individual (1) believes the relationship is reciprocal (e.g., she or he values the referent and the 
referent values from the individual), (2) feels accepted by the referent, (3) perceives that the 
reference shares or complements his or her characteristics and values, and (4) believes the 
relationship with the referent is secure and temporally stable (Hagerty et al. 1993; Levett-Jones 
et al. 2009; Mahar et al. 2014). The following table offers an overview of multiple definitions 
used in extant literature to demonstrate how I developed the definition I leverage. Alternatively, 
Table 1.1 offers an overview of constructs that are related to, yet distinct from belonging.  
In summary, though consumer research explicitly studying belonging is scarce, the 
phenomenon is too pervasive and influential to remain neglected. Understanding linkages 
between social connections and consumption is important for several reasons. First, a vast 
amount of literature demonstrates that the need to belong may subconsciously influence 
cognition, emotion, and behavior. These consequences are found to be relevant in consumer 
research, demonstrating that when one’s need to belong is threatened, one is susceptible to 
engage in particular consumption practices in an effort to fulfill the need. Alternatively, there is 
sufficient evidence relating to brand community literature to suggest that people also consciously 
engage in consumption in a pursuit of a sense of belonging (Schouten and McAlexander 1995).  
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TABLE 1.1: Belonging-laden Constructs 
Name of  
Relevant Construct & Authors 
Definition 
Sense of Belonging (Hagerty et al. 
1993) 
 The experience of personal involvement in a system or 
environment so that persons feel themselves to be an 
integral part of that system or environment. Two 
critical attributes of sense of belonging: (1) valued 
involvement or the experience of being valued and 
needed, and (2) fit, the person’s perception that his or her 
characteristics articulate with or complement the system 
or environment  
 
Sense of Belonging (Mahar et al. 
2013) 
A subjective feeling of value and respect derived from a 
reciprocal relationship to an external referent that is built 
on a foundation of shared experiences, beliefs or personal 
characteristics. 
Sense of Belonging 
(Levett-Jones et al., 2009) 
A deeply person and contextually mediated experience 
that evolves in response to the degree to which an 
individual feels (1) secure, accepted, included, valued 
and respected by a defined group, (2) connected with or 
integral to the group, and (3) that their professional 
and/or personal values are in harmony with those of the 
group. The experience of belongingness may evolve 
passively in response to the actions of the group to which 
one aspires to belong and/or actively through the actions 
initiated by the individual. 
Feelings of Belonging in Social 
Categories and Social Networks 
(Easterbrook and Vignoles 2013) 
Belonging to a Social Category involves homogeneity 
and self-prototypicality.  
 
Belonging to a Social Network is based on relationships 
and intimacy. 
Need to Belong and how it is 
satisfied (Baumeister and Leary 
1995) 
A need to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity 
of interpersonal relationships (Baumeister and Leary 
1995) 
 
1. There is a need for frequent, affectively pleasant 
interactions with a few other people 
 
2. These interactions must take place in the context 
of a temporally stable and enduring framework of 
affective concern for each other's welfare. 
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TABLE 1.2: Related, but Distinct Constructs from the Sense of Belonging Construct 
Related Construct Definition Nature of Relation to the Sense of 
Belonging Construct/Specific 
Distinctions 
Acculturation Acculturation results 
“when groups of 
individuals having 
different cultures 
come into continuous 
first-hand contact with 
subsequent changes in 
the original culture 
patterns of either or 
both groups” (Berry 
1997, 7) 
This construct describes a specific 
process of how an incoming member 
group navigates a novel social world. 
This is related to the “sense of 
belonging” construct, but still distinct in 
that the context is mostly limited to 
immigrant experiences. More 
importantly, not all acculturation 
outcomes lead to a sense of belonging in 
the novel social world.  
Need for Social 
Affiliation 
“…preference to be 
with other people and 
to engage in 
relationships” 
(Bloemer et al. 2003, 
231) 
This construct is a general social 
preference, but does not describe a 
relationship characterized by continuity. 
Need to Belong A need to form and 
maintain at least a 
minimum quantity of 
interpersonal 
relationships 
(Baumeister and 
Leary 1995) 
Though the NTB is extremely relevant 
to the sense of belonging construct, it is 
not the same. The NTB is characteristic 
of a state-based construct whereas a 
sense of belonging is conceptualized as 
a processual construct. Furthermore, the 
NTB describes an overall general need 
whereas a sense of belonging is specific 
to a certain context (Baumeister and 
Leary 1995; Christensen 2009).  
Social Exclusion Social exclusion refers 
to a state defined as 
being alone, isolated, 
or ostracized by other 
individuals or social 
groups which may or 
may not be 
intentionally harmful 
(Leary and 
Baumeister 2000). 
Social exclusion is a construct that 
describes an obstacle toward achieving a 
sense of belonging, which often 
increases one’s need to belong. 
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Though this proactive approach to restoring belonging needs are acknowledged, it is often 
understudied. Finally, scholars and marketers should understand how consumers attempt to 
remain connected with social groups amid tensions. 
OVERVIEW OF ESSAYS 
Essay 1: The Belonging Process     
 In Essay 1, I offer an integrative perspective with which to study belonging in 
consumption. Specifically, I utilize qualitative data from written narratives and an 11-month 
ethnography to illustrate a belonging process within an established brand community. Though 
prior research introduces the notion of belonging as a process (Yuval-Davis 2007), no such 
model is posited in belonging research in general, or consumer research in particular. 
Consequently, I investigate how individuals navigate this process, and how people deliberately 
control what and how they consume to belong. In so doing, I specifically demarcate belonging-
laden constructs, and describe their interrelationships.  
Essay 2: Brand Community Conflict   
In my second essay, I draw from theory regarding the management of organizational 
conflict to illuminate tensions between focal consumers and the firm. Importantly, I illustrate 
how the firm’s relationship with other brand community members (i.e., other consumers, 
marketing agents, service providers) influence the focal consumer’s experience. I advance 
scholars’ conceptualization of the brand community, and drawing from Muñiz and O’Guinn 
(2001), I argue that conflict is a pervasive force in this marketplace context which requires 
rigorous study. Utilizing interviews, observation, and archival data, I contribute to extant theory 
by delineating how conflict emerges within a brand community. I explain consumers’ emotional 
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and cognitive reactions to such conflict, and I illuminate how consumers choose to navigate it. I 
conclude explicating theoretical and practical implications. 
Linking Essay 1 and Essay 2: The Belonging Process and Brand Community Conflict 
In Essay 1, I initially ask, “How do people proactively leverage consumption to enhance 
their sense of belonging?” In this first essay, I explicate a process that consumers leverage to 
enhance their sense of belonging in a brand community context. I conceptualize Essay 1 as the 
investigation of how people pursue positive connections within their brand community. In Essay 
2, I ask, “How do consumers navigate brand communities experiencing conflict?” Thus, in my 
second essay, I examine how conflict emerges within a brand community and how consumers 
address such conflict. I position this essay as an examination of how consumers navigate, or even 
mitigate, negative experiences within the brand community. In sum, I craft my dissertation to 
explore the spectrum of positive and negative consumer experiences within brand communities. 
Specifically, I study how consumers proactively pursue positive experiences, and how they 
reactively manage negative experiences in this social marketspace.  
Although the participants from both essays face challenges with maintaining feelings of 
membership, there are notable distinctions between the two consumer markets. I argue that the 
most important difference is how the consumers view the firm. For example, in my first essay, 
the consumers in the college honors brand community mostly perceive the program 
administrators as competent and caring. Conversely, the Bulls fans I study in Essay 2 frequently 
condemn the franchise for being incompetent, and even suspect the firm of being indifferent 
toward the brand’s success. Thus, whether members of a brand community view their focal 
organization as more competent or incompetent may likely shape how both belonging (Essay 1) 
and brand community conflict (Essay 2) manifest and are managed in the community.   
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Another linkage between Essay 1 and Essay 2 pertains to a contentious element that 
emerges in the belonging process—namely, a belonging barrier. As consumers use the 
marketplace to strengthen their bond with the communities they value, certain enduring obstacles 
may compromise their pursuit of belongingness. Connecting my findings from the two essays, I 
conclude that brand community conflict may act as a pervasive force that undermines 
consumers’ ability to enhance their belongingness within the social marketspace. For example, 
my Bulls informants offer multiple examples of how they would enjoy increasing their 
consumption of Bulls’ offerings, but restrain themselves due to the sources of conflict I identify. 
Thus, brand community conflict—a focal construct in Essay 2—may actually also represent a 
belonging barrier, which is also a key construct that emerges in Essay 1. 
Finally, another theoretical opportunity arises when considering Essay 1 and 2 in 
tandem—that is, how consumers can leverage the belonging process to either alleviate or 
exacerbate brand community conflict. If scholars conceptualize such conflict to be a type of 
belonging barrier, they may consider the other elements of the belonging process (and the 
interrelationships among these elements) to be consumers’ efforts to manage tensions. In other 
words, consumers may engage in the belonging process to minimize brand community conflict. 
For example, Bulls fans may utilize social media platforms to encourage fans to support the 
franchise and the team (i.e., reducing tension between the fan base and the firm). Alternatively, 
fans who denounce the firm and attempt to persuade others to boycott can also leverage the 
belonging process to pursue a stronger connection to the brand community.  
Instead of supporting the tangible brand community elements of the product and the firm 
however, these consumers believe boycotting enhances their loyalty to the Bulls brand, 
demanding that competent and caring individuals guide its future. An example of how this belief 
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may manifest includes fans paying for the defamatory billboard I mention earlier. Considering 
the theoretical insights from my two essays, scholars can consider the billboard as a belonging 
conduit (a construct emerging in Essay 1)—a marketplace resource that facilitate consumers’ 
connections with the brand community. Though these consumers are emphasizing and 
encouraging more brand community conflict through denouncement, they also believe they 
demonstrate their fan legitimacy by displaying their loyalty to the brand.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
Essay 1: Theorizing and Illuminating the Belonging Process within a Consumption Context 
 
 
The assumption that people possess an inherent need to belong is not novel. 
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs positions satisfying belongingness immediately after 
physiological and safety demands. Likewise, evolutionary psychology research posits 
belonging as a fundamental human motivation that spans cultures (Barchas 1986). 
Furthermore, health research reveals myriad negative health consequences (both 
psychological and physiological) when people perceive they do not belong (Eisenberger, 
Lieberman, and Williams 2003). Given the centrality of this phenomenon to life, it is not 
surprising that belonging attracts scholars’ attention from these and other disciplines. Yet 
while consumer researchers allude to concepts related to belonging (McAlexander, 
Schouten, and Koenig 2002; Schouten and McAlexander 1995), research illuminating the 
construct, and explaining how belonging relates to consumption activities (Mead et al. 
2011), remains undertheorized. I believe focused attention to belonging in our discipline 
is crucial, especially considering how such research may provide further enlightenment 
on related topics entrenched within consumer behavior (e.g., power and self-esteem; 
Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012).  
My overall goal in this paper is to leverage longitudinal empirical research to offer 
evidence for a broader conceptualization of belonging, and to explicate what I term the 
belonging process (hereafter, the “BP”).  This conceptualization reflects the relatively recent 
assertion that belonging is best understood as a process rather than a state-based construct 
(Yuval-Davis 2007). Importantly, delineating the BP required me to identify six focal, but 
previously unarticulated, elements. Thus, my primary contribution is that I develop and 
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illuminate a broader, more refined lens to facilitate scholars’ examination of the role 
belongingness plays in consumption. Specifically, I shed light on how the BP unfolds as people 
seek to fulfill goals pertaining to social inclusion, and the ways the elements of the BP function 
within it.  
I structure the paper as follows. First, I review research within the social sciences and 
consumer behavior on belonging and consumption, highlighting the need for more 
comprehensive theorization. I then describe my research context. Next, I describe the varied 
methodological approaches I use to refine and analyze my initial research question: “How do 
people proactively leverage consumption to enhance their sense of belonging?” I then delineate 
how the BP unfurls and the elements that form it. I conclude the paper illuminating the broader 
contributions my findings offer to consumer research.  
REVIEW OF BELONGING LITERATURE 
Scholarship on belonging primarily resides in psychology, social psychology, and 
sociology. I offer Figure 2.1 as a comprehensive summary of this research, and elaborate on this 
schematic below.   
The Need to Belong 
Baumeister and Leary (1995), the first to empirically explore the existence of a construct 
they term the need to belong (NTB), suggest “belongingness can be almost as compelling a need 
as food” (498) and that people’s pursuit of this need explains a vast range of human behaviors. 
They formally define the construct as a “need to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity 
of interpersonal relationships (499).” In theorizing the NTB, they assert two criteria satisfy this 
drive: 1) people must experience frequent, positive interactions with other people; 2) these 
interactions must occur within a temporally stable context, characterized by mutual emotional 
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concern. Their description of belonging is inherently processual. However, the authors 
conceptualize and design NTB as state-based and measurable through their ten-item scale 
containing such statements as “I want other people to accept me” and “I have a strong need to 
belong” (Leary et al. 2013). 
The NTB scale is popular among scholars in psychology, social psychology, education, 
and health. Variables used as proxies for a heightened NTB include measurements of loneliness 
and isolation, as well as manipulations of social exclusion. Research from these fields suggest 
myriad negative psychological and physiological consequences can ensue when the NTB is not 
fulfilled. These include depression, heightened cortisol levels (indicating higher stress), and 
compromised immune systems (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. 1984).  
The Sense of Belonging  
Though infrequently cited in consumer behavior, belonging researchers also often use the 
sense of belonging (SB) construct. SB is less developed than the NTB, however. Hagerty et al. 
(1993) define it as the extent to which individuals perceive they are an integral part of, and 
possess a valued role in, an environment. Thus, being valued is not sufficient to experiencing SB; 
the degree to which people perceive they fit within, and are in harmony with, their environment 
also matters. Unlike the NTB, which Baumeister and Leary (1995) claim is universal, Hagerty, et 
al. (1993) argue the SB is rooted in a specific external referent (e.g., a place or group of people). 
This criterion means researchers do not usually manipulate one SB construct, but instead, 
typically rely on context-specific scales. For example, research in health-related domains 
demonstrates that patients possessing a sense of belonging to specific entities helps them 
alleviate depression, and increases beliefs in the meaningfulness of life (Lambert et al. 2013). In 
education, research suggests students who lack a sense of belonging will experience increased 
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stress and academic challenges, underutilize university resources, and seek mental health 
assistance (Hurtado and Carter 1997; Johnson et al. 2007).   
Deaux and Martin (2003) distinguish two types of contexts that impact SB: social 
categories, construed as abstract collectives of people, and social networks, construed as sets of 
relationships (Stets and Burke 2000). Importantly, an individual can conceptualize a single social 
entity as both a social category and a network at different times (Rutchick, Hamilton, and Sack 
2008). Easterbrook and Vignoles (2013) highlight these distinctions when contending that 
antecedents to a SB can vary, based on how a person construes a social entity. For example, 
while intimacy, interdependence, and frequent interactions improve SB toward both social 
categories and networks, member homogeneity only enhances SB when people perceive a group 
as an abstract social category.  
Belonging Research in Consumer Behavior 
 Mead et al. (2011, 902) note, “little empirical attention [is] devoted to understanding how 
belongingness threats affect consumer behavior,” let alone how belonging in general shapes 
consumption decisions, choices, and actions – or vice versa. Yet research on related topics such 
as motivations for materialism (Burroughs and Rindfleisch 2002), brand community 
participation (Schouten and McAlexander 1995) and consumer acculturation (Peñaloza 1994) 
suggest the desire to belong does motivate people’s acquisition and purchase behavior. Thus, I 
assert that although belonging-related theoretical constructs remain unarticulated or undeveloped 
in our field, extant consumer research motivates the need to delve deeply into the topic.  
NTB in Consumer Research. The scant literature explicitly linking belonging and 
consumption typically approaches it experimentally, treating social exclusion as a proxy for a 
heightened NTB. Manipulations include providing false feedback on personality questionnaires, 
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instructing confederates to reject participants, and programming a computer-game to ignore them 
(Dommer et al. 2013; Loveland, Smeesters, and Mandel 2010; Mead et al. 2011). This research 
reveals a number of consumption consequences that emerge after people’s NTB is threatened. 
For example, they may indicate preferences for particular product categories (e.g., comfort food, 
nostalgic items) to satisfy it (Loveland et al. 2010; Troisi and Gabriel 2011).  
Exclusion also triggers specific consumption strategies such as increased desires for 
goods and experiences that aspirational social groups valorize (Dommer et al. 2013). Findings 
also suggest people are willing to sacrifice “personal and financial well-being for the sake of 
social well-being” (902). For example, they may tailor their preferences to those of their partner, 
spend money on unappealing food that peers favor, and even be more willing to consume alcohol 
or cocaine when they perceive doing so increases their chances of belonging (Litt, Stock, and 
Lewis 2012; Mead et al. 2011). Research reveals that the type of exclusion people experience 
matters as well. Lee and Shrum (2012) find when people are ignored, they may leverage a 
conspicuous-consumption strategy to restore their NTB; in contrast, being those who are overtly 
rejected will increase their charitable giving instead.  
In sum, the NTB paradigm contributes mostly to understanding how consumers respond 
when this need is threatened via social exclusion. Furthermore, although researchers sometimes 
use the word “strategic” to describe consumers’ decisions to fulfill their NTB (Mead et al. 2011), 
this term does not equate to exploring their proactive, deliberate, and/or agentic consumption 
decisions to enhance belongingness. In addition, because experimental studies essentially result 
in NTB-fulfilling strategies that researchers devise (Loveland et al. 2010), the observed 
consumption outcomes may reflect more instinctive reactions resulting from psychological 
primes than from consumers’ carefully-constructed decisions.  
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Sense of Belonging in Consumer Research. One of the most relevant research streams 
connecting SB with consumption pertains to the brand community, or group that is “specialized, 
non-geographically bound [and] based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a 
brand” (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 412). Yet, even this body of research acknowledges the 
importance of belonging only indirectly. For example, McAlexander et al. (2002) suggest one 
potential barrier to brand community participation is the fear of not belonging. They describe 
how newer brand community members find their fears of not belonging partially alleviated when 
experienced members initiate interactions with them.  
Recent consumer research discusses the SB only tangentially through the lens of 
organizational identification (Press and Arnould 2011), defined as the perception of unity 
between the self and the organization, or a sense one belongs within it (Ashforth and Mael 1989). 
Most research examining organizational identification explores management-related contexts. 
However, Press and Arnould (2011) explore the construct within the consumer context of 
community-supported agriculture (CSA), a sharing-based marketing system that supplies farm-
grown produce. The authors assert that consumers’ identification with the CSA community can 
influence their values and behaviors. They provide empirical evidence that identification 
develops through formal and informal conduits that provide opportunities for people to interact 
with organization-specific information, through two key processes. Leveraging theory from 
organizational behavior literature (Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991), sensegiving refers to a how an 
organization communicates its specific normative features to members. In contrast, sensemaking 
is an interpretative process that involves how members construct meaning so they can understand 
the organization. Arnould and Press (2011, 651) define identification as “a sense that one 
belongs in an organization.” Thus, this construct alludes to elements of a belonging process.  
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How consumers intentionally use marketplace resources to enhance belongingness efforts is not 
the focus of their study, however.  
Evaluative Summary of Belonging Literature  
 Experimental research within psychology and consumer research that leverages NTB 
theory demonstrates that belonging is a pervasive need innate to human beings, and that people 
may fulfill this need via consumption. Similarly, work pertaining to the SB construct supports 
the notion that belonging is indeed a process.  However, scholarship has yet to explain how 
people deliberately leverage objects and activities (i.e., consumption behaviors) to pursue these 
outcomes. Nor does it explain how consumers agentically pursue belonging over time in an 
aspirational group where consumption may contribute, or hinder, belonging.  My goal is to 
address these gaps, while leveraging extant research on NTB and SB to enrich my theorization.   
RESEARCH CONTEXT 
 
 Following precedents from social psychology and sociology, I regard the university 
campus to be a conducive environment in which to examine belonging. The liminality of 
university life amplifies the importance of this outcome. Research finds students’ identities may 
change depending on their specific interactions with groups, times, and places (Bhopal 2008). 
Moving from hometowns disrupts students’ social relationships, especially among freshmen, 
transfer students, and international students. Students frequently cope with disruptions during 
this often-vulnerable time in their life cycles by joining organizations that demand commitment, 
contributing to an overall sense of belonging to their university (Hurtado and Carter 1997). 
Furthermore, perceptions of belonging can contribute positive aspects to students’ success; 
including greater academic motivation (Gibson et al. 2004).  
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My specific context involves two samples of college students pursuing degrees within the 
same college at a large, public Midwestern university. Importantly, no student participated in 
both samples. The college features approximately 3,800 students within an overall campus of 
45,000 students (30,000 undergraduates). Annual tuition and fees average approximately 
$27,000 in-state and $41,000 out-of-state. Seventy-three percent of undergraduates are in-state, 
with half from a large city over 120 miles away. Research proceeded in two distinct phases.  
Phase 1: Broader Student Cohort   
My goal with initial data collection was to generate a broad understanding of the linkages 
between belonging and consumption. I asked primarily upperclassmen enrolled in two courses in 
the college to create guided narratives about a time they perceived  consumption enhanced their 
perception of belonging to a social entity. This approach allowed me to acquire information 
about how a broad spectrum of products, services, or experiences contribute to such outcomes, 
helped sensitize me to the topic, revealed emergent relevant constructs integral to students’ 
belonging experiences, and helped me create more refined interview guides for Phase 2.   
Phase 2: College Honors Cohort    
To examine belonging in more depth, I engaged in an eleven-month, longitudinal 
exploration of a second cohort in the college.  Specifically, I immersed myself in the lifeworld of 
the college honors program to study how the students selected for this community, and the 
administrators overseeing it, establish and maintain belongingness. The program admits 
approximately 40 incoming freshmen every year, serving nearly 160 undergraduates annually. 
The admission process requires applicants to complete a 30-minute interview with a current 
student and alumnus. Students must enroll in four courses restricted to the cohort as freshmen 
and sophomores, and are strongly encouraged to participate in an international immersion 
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experience at the end of their freshman year. Upperclassmen mentors are expected to meet with 
their freshman mentees each semester. Students must attend brown-bag discussions by leaders in 
their fields. Honors students receive a partial four-year scholarship, renewable annually. 
I chose to delve deeply into the belonging experiences of this cohort because the college 
undergraduate affairs infrastructure specifically supports and enhances the honors program, and 
strives to foster students’ perceptions of belongingness to the program and the college. The 
College administration specifically tasks the honors program director and additional staff to 
create activities that foster community-building. Furthermore, only freshmen and sophomores 
must attend honors classes; thus, once students become juniors, their engagement in the program 
decreases substantially. This scenario enables me to study belonging under two conditions: one 
requiring frequent interactions, and another featuring voluntary involvement.  
METHODS 
I leveraged a variety of qualitative methods for the current research. These are especially 
appropriate when studying constructs inherently interrelated with other constructs (Viswanathan 
2005) – as belonging is to identity, affiliation, and exclusion. Moreover, researchers often rely on 
these methods to uncover complex social processes (Van de Ven 2007). Table 2.2 summarizes 
the multiple datasets resulting from my methodological approach.  
Phase 1: Belonging Narratives  
Eighty-three students completed written narratives during Phase One (fall semester 2014-
spring semester 2015). Narratives are particularly appropriate for my study, since participants are 
afforded the opportunity to interpret the meaning of the questions, reflect upon their responses, 
and organize experiences in temporally meaningful episodes (Polkinghorne 1988). Participation 
was voluntary; students received extra credit and non-participants incurred no penalty.  
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Fifty-seven females and thirty-six males participated. I instructed informants to write about a 
time they deliberately acquired a product, service, or experience in hopes of achieving a 
belonging-related outcome. I prompted them to describe who/what they wanted to belong to, 
what it meant to belong in that context, and how the purchase affected their belongingness, 
among other inquiries. Resulting narratives ranged from two to five double-spaced pages. I took 
measures to ensure participant anonymity (e.g., replacing names with ID numbers).  
Preliminary analysis of the narratives revealed a broad understanding of how people 
perceive and employ consumption practices to belong, and provided key insights into elements 
crucial for belonging to occur. In addition to relying on the resulting insights linking belonging 
and consumption, I utilized the themes from Phase 1 to refine my interview guides and select 
activities for potential observation in my longitudinal phase.    
Phase 2 Methods: Ethnography of College Honors Program 
I engaged in ethnographic research by immersion in the honors cohort from September 
2015 to August 2016. Means of data collection included formal interviews, participant 
observation, extended informal conversations, and participant journals. I recruited participants 
for interviews via announcements by administrators, in-class announcements, and word of 
mouth. Students completed all required procedures regarding informed consent. The dean of the 
program generously provided me with unrestricted access to various activities including classes, 
social events, a focus group about the future of the program, admission interviews, and a ten-day 
immersion abroad. All observations were overt, with informants understanding the general 
research objectives. I recorded supplemental data via audio files, scratch notes, and photographs 
(Emerson et al. 2011). To maintain rapport and reciprocity, I periodically provided general 
insights about his findings to program administrators, while maintaining participant anonymity. 
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Interviews.     Interviews included six students each from the freshman to senior class 
(see Table 2.1 for informant summary). I also interviewed two additional freshmen self-
described as perceiving a low level of belonging to the program (e.g., “negative cases”). I 
conducted two additional depth interviews with these informants (each lasting over two hours) as 
negative cases for a total of 26 interviews. Following best practices for depth interviewing 
(McCracken 1988; Seidman 2006), interviewers first made broad inquiries about general life 
experiences, then segued to topics pertaining to belonging in the program, and to relevant 
belonging-motivated consumption practices in that context. Thus, interviews yielded informants’ 
descriptions of belonging within general life experiences, their perceptions and goals pertaining 
to how belonging in the cohort evolved over time, and what factors influenced their experiences. 
Interviews ranged from thirty minutes to 2.5 hours. All were audio recorded and transcribed, 
yielding 389 pages of single-spaced text.   
Observation and Informal Interaction.     In addition to on-campus observations, I 
engaged in participant observation during a ten-day, end-of-semester trip to the Middle East and 
Southeast Asia in May 2016. This activity proved especially important, as student interviews had 
reflected their anticipation of the trip as a means of enhancing belonging to the program. 
Moreover, the dean referred to the trip as a program “anchor,” and key to building community 
and providing an intensive learning experience. I participated in a team of five chaperones, 
helping to facilitate planned activities and ensure student safety. The dean permitted me to 
participate in formal (e.g., visits to companies and universities) and unscheduled activities 
(touristic jaunts, souvenir shopping, nighttime city explorations). I took extensive notes to 
document observations, and transformed these into audio-recordings and text documents.  Field 
notes totaled 67 pages.    
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 TABLE 2.1: Interviewee Backgrounds 
 
 Pseudonym Year Race Place of Origin 
1 Larry Senior White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
2 Ashley Freshman White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
3 Angelika Sophomore White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
4 Alicia Senior Hispanic Town in foreign country, then suburb of 
a large metropolitan area 
5 Haley Junior White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
6 Evan Senior White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
7 Nate Sophomore White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
8 Yelena Senior Asian Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
9 Anna Sophomore Asian Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
10 Corrine Freshman African 
American 
Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
11 Rose Junior White Rural area 
12 Mary Freshman White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
13 Steven Master’s 
student 
White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
14 Gary Freshman White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
15 Ben Senior Asian Small city surrounded by rural area 
16 Sebastian Junior Hispanic Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
17 Emmanuel  Junior Hispanic Large metropolitan area 
18 Rebecca Sophomore White Small city surrounded by rural area 
19 Shelly Sophomore White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
20 Derrick Junior White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
21 Sara Freshman Hispanic Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
22 Marc Freshman Hispanic Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
23 Lizette Freshman White Rural area 
24 Cory Senior Hispanic Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
25 Jasmine Sophomore White Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
26 Zack Freshman Asian Suburb of a large metropolitan area 
*To maintain anonymity of the college, students’ majors are not provided 
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TABLE 2.2: Data Summary—Phase 2 Honors Cohort Ethnography
Depth Interviews (n=38) Ethnographic Observations Archival Data 
Program Dean (2) 
Assistant Dean (2) 
Trip Chaperone (2) 
Counselor (1) 
Trip Leader (1) 
Student Social Chairs (2) 
Student Members (28) 
     - Follow-Up Interviews (4) 
              - Audit Interviews (2)          
              - Negative Cases   (2) 
   
 
  
Classes (8) 
Social Events (4) 
Honors Conference (1) 
Program Admission Interviews (9) 
Foreign Immersion Trip (10 days) 
 
Student Journals 
Website Content 
Messages/Emails 
Pamphlets/Brochures 
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Student Journals.     The dean required that students keep a daily journal for the duration 
of the trip (graded only for completion, and not content). She assured students they could write 
about aspects they liked and disliked, with no penalty for documenting negative experiences. The 
dean allowed me to request students’ consent to include the journals as data. Twenty-six of 37 
students granted access. A research assistant not involved in the trip and who did not know the 
students, removed all identifying characteristics. To ensure anonymity, I only specify gender 
when referring to excerpts from the journals.  
Data Analysis 
Narratives.      Initially, I completed first-cycle coding, assigning initial codes to portions 
of raw data (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2013). I then created an extensive summary table. 
This cycle revealed the emergence of various key constructs—specifically, the structural 
elements informants identify as salient in constructing and assessing their belonging efforts. I 
coded the data in-vivo (e.g., using the participants’ own words as much as possible) to ensure 
that the emic level tied closely to the etic interpretations I developed.  
Ethnography.     The primary data source for the honors cohort is the interview 
transcripts. I imported these files into MAXQDA, a data-analysis software program that 
organizes data, facilitates coding, and helps researchers approach data from a variety of 
perspectives before deriving inferences. I analyzed all interviews to gain a holistic understanding 
of the emergent phenomena. His first-cycle coding of the text produced 45 original codes. Seven 
emerged as broad categories that encompassed the remaining codes. I revisited the codes 
periodically and reevaluated the excerpts I selected as supporting evidence. After settling on the 
final coding categories, I developed the initial process-oriented framework for refinement.   
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 To protect anonymity, only an uninvolved research assistant read the student journals. I 
instructed the assistant to document particular types of excerpts and saw only a summary of this 
data, void of identifiable information.  
Refining the Research Questions 
As I note in the introduction, I initially formulated one broad research question: “How do 
people proactively leverage consumption to enhance their sense of belonging?” I found my 
analysis demonstrates that consumers’ experiences involve belongingness unfolding as a process, 
containing constructs previously unidentified in either the NTB or SB conceptualizations. 
Furthermore, my longitudinal phase provided deep insights into not only how these emergent 
constructs intersect, but also how consumption practices foster and fit into the BP. Thus, my 
analysis necessitated refining and supplementing my original question into two: 1) How does the 
BP unfold? and 2) What elements structure the BP?  
THE BELONGING PROCESS 
 
My informants’ accounts allude to the experience of what I term the belonging process 
(BP), describing consumers’ active engagement in a social process in the hopes of achieving 
favorable belonging-related outcomes. My empirical investigation supports the assertion that this 
process is composed of key, interrelated elements that influence their efforts. Indeed, I find 
belonging is a temporal process. For example, Corrine, a freshman, reflects on how she belongs 
to the honors program, stating “It is a growing feeling…but I feel like I belong more each time I 
visit the [honors] class.”  
Aggregating across the data from Phase One and Phase Two, I suggest the BP unfolds in 
the following manner. First, I acknowledge that the universal NTB will drive consumers to 
engage in the process, regardless of culture, age, and other sociological forces. Within a specific 
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cultural context, an individual first identifies a social entity to which he or she aims to belong—
an entity I label the belonging target. Sociological forces engrained within the cultural context 
influence the choice and nature of the target. Belonging-seeking individuals then garner 
information regarding what activities, consumption choices, and values the target members 
embrace and normalize. Among other belonging-related activities (e.g., strategically managing 
social encounters; Goffman 1978), these seekers may leverage this gathered information to then 
consume specific goods, services, and experiences – or belonging conduits – they believe can 
contribute to achieving salient belonging outcomes. Conduits will likely evoke belonging cues 
from target members and focal consumers, informing consumers whether or not they are 
succeeding in their belonging pursuits. I recognize that enduring obstacles may interrupt this 
process; I term such hindrances as belonging barriers. I refer to these subjective interpretations 
of success (or failure) as belonging outcomes. I offer Figure 2.2 to illustrate this theorization of 
the BP.  
Each element can be understood as emplaced within and contributing to the BP at a 
particular point in time. Consequently, following Figure 2.2, I define and differentiate each 
construct in depth, demarcating their interrelationships among the other elements. I provide 
Table 2.3 as a comprehensive summary of these elements. With respect to the excerpts, I identify 
my data sources as follows: INT=interview, NARR=narrative, JOUR=journal and FN=field 
notes. I use the following codes to refer to demographic backgrounds of my participants in the 
interviews and narratives: Sex: M = Male, F = Female; Race/Ethnicity: As = Asian, AA = 
African American, W = White, H = Hispanic. 
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FIGURE 2.2: Theorizing the Belonging Process 
 
 
Belonging Barriers 
          Personal     2. Interpersonal      3. Cultural 
Cultural Context 
ConteContext 
Belonging Target 
1. Micro Social Entities 
2. Meso Social Entities 
3. Macro Social Entities 
Belonging Outcomes 
1. Not stand out 
2. Integrate in new 
group 
3. Establish sense of 
belonging 
Belonging Cues 
1. Internal 
2. External 
    Belonging Conduits 
1. Symbolic 
Consumption  
2. Functional 
Consumption 
 
Need to 
Belong 
1.  
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TABLE 2.3: Overview of Elements in the Belonging Process 
Definition & Characterization Role in the Belonging Process Manifestation/s 
Cultural Context 
 Broader forces that shape the entire BP 
 Includes both sociological and target-
specific forces such as constructed social 
norms/expectations 
 Encompasses the entire process 
 Influences how the other 
belonging elements manifest 
 Values, norms, and expectations  
Belonging Targets  
 The social entities to which one aims to 
belong 
 May exist at three broad levels: micro 
(e.g., small group of friends), meso (e.g., 
university club or organization), and 
macro (e.g., ethnic culture)   
 Macro targets may be rooted in the past, 
present, and future  
 Situate the BP within a context 
 Directly and indirectly influence 
consumers’ selections of 
belonging conduits 
 Provide belonging cues to 
consumers 
 Various entities, e.g., small social 
groups, student organizations, brand 
communities, ethnic heritage 
 Targets influence consumers’ selection 
of belonging conduits directly (e.g., 
suggestions from target members) or 
indirectly (informants observe 
consumption patterns of target 
members) 
Belonging Conduits  
 The marketplaces resources consumers 
leverage to facilitate belonging 
 May be products, services, and 
experiences 
 May be leveraged for symbolic or 
functional properties 
 Act as facilitators to pursue 
specific and desired belonging 
outcomes 
 Influenced by belonging targets 
 Can elicit belonging cues to 
emerge 
 Apparel, visible branded goods, 
nightlife experiences, and unique  
services  
 Conduits stimulate belonging cues such 
as explicit compliments, and implicit 
realizations of how a consumption 
practice can help achieve belonging 
outcomes 
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TABLE 2.3 (cont.) 
Belonging Cues  
 Signals consumers detect and decode to 
assess their belonging progress 
 Internal cues originate from the self;  
external cues originate from others 
 Stem from consumer perceptions; 
dependent on psychological orientations 
 Directly links to belonging 
outcomes by indicating to 
consumers if outcome is 
achieved  
 May influence conduit selection 
 External cues: compliments or 
consultations from target members 
 Internal cues: realizations of exclusive 
consumption opportunities  accessible 
to informants, stemming from status in 
the target 
Belonging Barriers 
 Enduring forces that hinder the ability to 
achieve belonging outcomes within a 
specific target 
 Directly impedes consumers’ 
ability to achieve belonging 
outcomes 
 Likely to limit the quantity and 
quality of positive cues (e.g., 
those reflecting progress toward 
belonging outcomes) 
 May potentially lead the 
consumer to disassociate from 
the target altogether 
 Sociological differences among target 
members (e.g., race, gender, lifestyles) 
and psychological orientations (e.g., 
depression)  that limit a consumer’s 
ability to participate fully in shared 
consumption experiences 
Belonging Outcomes 
 Specific belonging-related goals of the 
informant  
 May range from simple interaction with 
a potential target to establishing a 
stronger connection to/relationships 
within a target in which they are already 
a member 
 Unfold within the context of the 
target 
 Influenced by the effectiveness 
of conduits 
 Measured by consumers’ 
evaluations of cues 
 Potentially halted by belonging 
threats and barriers 
 
 Consumers’ perceptions of accepted 
participation within a target, 
relationship formation with a target, and 
strengthened connection toward an 
existing target relationship  
  
 39 
 
BP Element #1: Cultural Context  
As an all-encompassing element, the cultural context shapes and influences the BP, and 
all the constructs within it. In my case, the context is a North American public university campus 
in the Midwest that encourages a broad range of extracurricular activities. It is embedded within 
a first-world consumer culture that typically enables and reflects aspirational middle and high-
income consumption patterns. These characteristics are important because they shape 1) salient 
cultural norms and behaviors; 2) the marketplace resources available to my informants; 3) the 
reactions/behaviors of other target members (e.g., potential cues); and 4) the values of my 
participants and their peers. 
Darryl, a university administrator, articulates how these cultural forces may influence 
students in the honors cohort, highlighting both the humble nature of the Midwest, and the 
prosocial characteristic of this particular university:   
…students don’t like to brag about [being] in the honors program because I think 
we have a little bit of a Midwest value set. Certainly I think what does it mean to 
belong to [the university] from a student’s perspective is…they’re competitive, 
highly achievement-focused, but they’re not very competitive against each other. 
That’s a different context than I see in other schools, but they’re very supportive 
of each other…. 
As the dean describes, the collaborative nature of the college is conducive for individuals to 
interact with one another and forge relationships. Ashley (INT, WF, 19) also recognizes this 
contextual characteristic, stating, “Everyone is just so nice and so genuine and it’s such a 
collaborative atmosphere.” 
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Though the BP is embedded within this broader cultural context, some social entities 
within it are more formalized and structured than others. For example, the dean manages the 
honors program and collaborates with other university administrators. They determine program 
structure, events, and the students’ responsibilities. Thus, the staff strongly influence how this 
desired social group behaves. When asked, “How do you perceive the importance of building 
community?” the dean responds:  
The community is definitely central to the program because [it] is not an 
academic-based program…. the academic track… [the honors students] take is the 
same as any other student within the college [plus four leadership seminars]…. so 
when you think about what the program offers, it really is about the honors 
community and the network that they form…people talk about the power of the 
honors network. Anytime you talk to students…about their experience, it always 
comes back to the people [who] are part of the program… 
Consequently, the dean encourages specific actions to develop belongingness within this 
community, such as requiring students to sit next to people they do not know, rotating 
roommates during the international immersion trip, and organizing social events. 
BP Element #2: Belonging Targets  
   Belonging targets (hereafter; targets) are the social entities within which people aim to 
belong. Consistent with prior research on levels of analysis salient to belonging, targets emerge 
on three distinct structural levels: macro, meso, and micro. Evoking Christensen’s (2009) of 
belongingness levels framework, I describe macro targets as “imagined communities, or national, 
kinship, religious, or cultural groups” that resemble a concept broader than a specific collective 
of people. I use the term meso to describe social entities where a consumer may interact with 
 41 
 
other members, but not know everyone within the target. Finally, micro targets imply social 
entities in which a consumer knows and interacts with everyone in the (typically smaller) group.  
My data suggest informants perceive macro-level targets can be rooted in different states 
of temporality. Specifically, these can tap into informants’ pasts (through heritage-laden, ethnic 
subcultures), into present-based subcultures pertaining to entertainment or lifestyles, and into 
subcultures rooted in the future – e.g., as people attempt to belong to a general cohort of 
“fashion-forward” consumers. One informant provides an example of how she conceptualizes 
her university as a macro-level target, and how she perceives herself belonging:  
Belonging in a group so vast and diverse happens more in terms of values than 
relationships. My sense of being a student is similar to the sense of citizenship 
one feels for their country; there are some shared priorities and behaviors, and a 
sense of what a 'good citizen' is, but little direct connection with the many 
subcultures that exist (NARR, WF, 21).  
Furthermore, specific aspects of a university can also be described as self-contained, 
meso-level social entities (Freeman et al. 2007). In particular, I find even in narratives, 
informants consistently identify their most salient target as what I label a “cohort,” or a loosely-
defined group of people who share characteristics beyond an informant’s immediate social 
group, but who are nevertheless highly influential in the environment (similar to the cohort I 
study).     
For example, informants’ narratives mention desired meso-targets of “college students at 
large public universities,” or “business school students” at their own and other universities. Also, 
they delineate cohorts identifiable by shared characteristics, such as ethnicity or shared interests: 
“It [is] significantly important for me to belong to the [gaming] community, especially because 
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as an international student, I want to have friends who come from the same country as me, who 
mostly are gamers.” (NARR, AsM, 21) Tellingly, informants noticeably mention these 
aspirational targets more often than cohorts that are potentially more immediate and intimate 
(i.e., micro targets). This finding reinforces the strong influence broad social groups may exert 
over individuals (Algesheimer, Dholakia, and Herrmann 2005), especially at this stage of the life 
cycle.  
Also with respect to meso-social groups, informants’ desires to belong to brand 
communities (almost solely revolving around Apple, reflecting its ability to create affiliative 
goods) emerge. One informant writes, “I finally had the iPhone I wanted for so long. Moreover, I 
felt more integrated within the group of people who already owned an Apple device…” (NARR, 
WF, 20). I also find that association with this brand’s powerful meanings may communicate 
favorable human qualities that connect Apple users (Muñiz and Schau 2005). The same 
informant adds, “People who love Apple products view choosing [it] as a part of their own 
personality and enjoy talking to and being around other Apple users.” 
College students, young adults, and adolescents may feel relatively less secure in their 
friendship groups than in their families (Marsh et al. 2007). Thus, it is unsurprising that on the 
micro level, the aspirational social targets that dominate are friend groups, as this excerpt 
demonstrates: “I purchased a specific type of athletic top…to feel like I belonged more with 
my…two best friends. We are an incredibly close-knit group of three and like to consider 
ourselves more sisters than friends” (NARR, WF, 20 years old). Distinct from meso and macro 
targets, consumers aiming to belong in micro targets often consider emulating specific 
individuals when pursuing belongingness goals.  
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BP Element #3: Belonging Conduits 
Belonging conduits are the resources emanating from the marketplace and other sources 
that consumers leverage to facilitate their belongingness pursuits. Reflecting the vulnerability of 
their identities during this liminal time (Noble and Walker 1997), students discuss relying on 
popular, and often luxury, branded goods. Two categories – apparel and technology – contain 
almost three-fourths of all conduits informants mention in the narratives and interviews. Apparel 
also reflects distinct patterns with respect to brand-name salience. When students describe their 
desires to belong to macro-level cohorts (e.g., “students on campus”), branded goods, especially 
if worn publicly, are crucial, (e.g., rain boots, jackets). This finding also holds true for 
accessories, with narratives revealing how consumers utilize brands, especially of high-status 
products, to foster positive belonging experiences. 
One informant notes that once he bought his Sperry Topsiders, “I felt like I belonged to a 
group, community, and culture. The group was my fraternity…the community was all of Greek 
life on campus, and the culture was…Greek culture [as a whole].” (NARR, WM, 21) The 
plethora of consistent research noting linkages between branded clothing and a strong sense of 
self, and affiliation with a group supports the salience of this finding (e.g., Chaplin and John 
2005; Fernandez 2009). 
  However, with respect to purchasing organizational apparel bearing logos of student 
clubs or university/pro sports teams, brands are less important than if a conduit allows an 
informant to own the exact item as other members, and to display valorized quality markers (e.g., 
the right fabric). Belk, Sherry, and Wallendorf (1989) describe how consumers may regard 
quintessential objects as sacred precisely because of their similarity to others’ objects. In fact, 
students often may not know the brands of conduits they acquire when purchasing through an 
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organization via bulk orders. In these cases, organization logos seem to convey the same 
symbolic power as a revered brand name (Theodorakis et al. 2013). Sara (INT, HF, 19) 
demonstrates her understanding of the symbolic power the honors logo holds and how she 
strategically displays it:  
… the logo is right here on the sweatshirt and so sometimes I’ll purposefully put 
my hair in front of it because I don’t want people…. to think I’m trying to show 
off…. But then in other situations, sometimes I do want people to see it, I want 
them to think I’m smart…. just depends on where I am.  
Significantly, I observe that technology products like smartphones and gaming gear can 
serve as both functional and symbolic conduits, while apparel, accessories and jewelry are 
primarily symbolic. Similar to how a consumer may rely on a symbolic product to reinforce 
family identity, my informants leverage these conduits to enhance belongingness within their 
targets (Epp and Price 2008). One gamer notes he needed an XBox “to interact with my friends 
the way I wanted to…[it] helped me become even closer to [them] and eliminated our distance 
barrier” (NARR, WM, 21). As such, consumers rely on conduits to transcend distances rooted in 
time and space, barriers that otherwise could contribute to the weakening of social ties (Otnes et 
al. 2014).  
Given that the literature supports robust findings about brands serving as both 
competitive and communicative symbols (Levy and Rook 1999), informants’ affirmation of the 
importance of branded conduits is unsurprising. However, one new insight emerges—namely, 
that they sometimes believe branded conduits enhance their perceived skill levels when they 
engage in activities with targets, and that these conduits therefore enhance belonging by 
improving performance. One student explains that acquiring a branded baseball bat would mean 
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“if I had [it], I would be…like the other members. I was also convinced [it] made everyone hit 
better” (NARR, WM, 21). 
Interestingly, how a product or experience is consumed (e.g., during a ritual) may also act 
as a conduit. For example several students celebrated a birthday during the month of the trip. The 
dean of a host university surprised them with a birthday cake and asked everyone in the room to 
sing the happy birthday song. Several students described the importance of this event to their 
sense of belonging in their journals. One who celebrated a birthday noted:  
…after the director had finished speaking, they called up students to be a part of a 
game where you answer questions about the university. I was one of the 
people...After everyone…answered their question, a cake was brought out and 
they handed us each a gift! The reason was...because we were the May (birthday) 
children....It was the sweetest thing. It is important to note that the people in [this 
country] have great hospitality. (Journal, Female) 
Another wrote of the cake and gifts, "I almost cried, in all honesty. It was the sweetest thing" 
[Journal, Female]. In addition, on the last night of the trip, students visited a karaoke bar as 
suggested by alumni who had done the same. One student notes the importance of this ritual:  
…we had some downtime before we headed over for a last night together doing 
karaoke. This was incredibly fun to do together...to bond over the incredible trip 
we had had this past week [Journal, Male]. 
Extant research finds rituals may enhance belonging experiences and increase connectedness 
with others (Driver 1991; Fiese 1992; Epp and Price 2008). These particular examples also 
demonstrate the power that third parties may play in creating belonging conduits; in this case, the 
host university, alumni, and a karaoke bar build belonging experiences for the honors cohort.  
 46 
 
Relationship between Targets and Conduits.     I find a distinct relationship exists 
between these two elements. Specifically, the nature of the target shapes how the participants 
evaluate marketplace conduits to achieve particular outcomes. I find targets can influence 
consumers’ conduit selection explicitly, directing attention toward specific consumption 
opportunities. For example, narratives describe a student organization promoting members’ 
purchase of branded shirts. Likewise, the honors program strongly encourages students to 
participate in the international trip.  
Conversely, the influence of a target on conduits can be less overt, it can merely act as an 
information source, communicating to informants what consumption activities it (de)values. 
Ashley explains how prior to the freshman trip to Asia, the sophomore class influenced her 
cohort to purchase a “fish pedicure” while there, which involves small fish cleaning customers’ 
feet by eating away dead skin:    
It was definitely something that I had wanted to do for a while because the class 
before  us did it too, and they were like, ‘Oh, you have to go get the fish pedicure,’ 
so we were, ‘Okay!’ I was excited leading up to it, but I knew it was going to feel 
weird. Then we actually got there, and…I was like, “Are these fish even clean? Am 
I going to get diseases on my feet from the fish? 
Similar to what Mead et al. (2011) find regarding a willingness to sacrifice personal well-being 
to belong, Ashley engages in this social consumption experience despite her health concerns. 
Interestingly, she claims not only did the unique pedicure “definitely bond” her group, but the 
connection also “goes broader into the [honors] program,” adding that “the trip in general helps 
you bond with older [classmates].” I revisit these elements in detail.  
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BP Element #4: Belonging Cues   
Alternatively, consumers’ selection of conduits may also depend on perceived cues, 
defined as the signals informants receive and interpret that help them track their progress toward 
their ultimate goal of belonging within the target. Extant research finds people often monitor 
others’ actions to assess evidence of their own exclusion (Leary et al. 1995; Loveland et al. 
2010). In like fashion, I find evidence that informants monitor others (and themselves) as they 
proactively pursue belonging and acceptance. I delve deeply into the complexity of belonging 
cues, as they are crucial to achieving consumers’ desired belonging outcomes (Table 2.4).  
The data suggest two types of cues exist. External cues derive from consumers’ 
observations of others’ behaviors, while internal cues originate from their own self-realizations. 
Informants identify several external cues relating to their purchase or use of goods that reaffirm 
their perceptions of belonging in their target group. These stem from others’ behaviors (e.g., 
expressing interest, seeking purchase advice from the informant, exhibiting facial/body 
expressions toward informants, and providing compliments). Furthermore, these behaviors may 
correspond to particular outcomes. For example, compliments imply enhanced solidarity 
between the consumer and the target, reflecting shared traits (Holmes 1988). Conversely, 
requests for product advice from target members suggest an informant is valued, and positive 
facial expressions may signal acceptance (DeWall et al. 2009). Furthermore, I find external cues 
can be either verbal or nonverbal. Though I mostly highlight positive cues that suggest progress 
toward belonging, negative cues emerge in my data as well. Marc (INT, HM, 20) discusses how 
other honors cohort members treated him when he chose to dye his hair, explaining “Right away 
when I walked into class, these two kids, I knew they were talking [bad] about my hair.” When 
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the interviewer asks how he detects this, he responds, “Just them looking at me and laughing, it’s 
really obvious.” 
Regarding internal cues, consumers rely on their own emotional responses (or lack 
thereof) to determine progress toward a belonging goal. They recognize that their desire to 
publicize their affiliation with a target reflects their increased motivation to belong to it. 
Conversely, some people express that acknowledging a decreased concern about their 
appearance acts as an internal cue that reinforces belongingness: "The bag has allowed me to 
worry less about appearances when people perceive me in a first impression because I look the 
part. Overall, I believe [it] increased my belonging to the [business professional] community….” 
(NARR, AF, 20).  My data also suggest consumers’ recognitions of their own thoughts may 
indicate a deeper level of belongingness. One informant mentions, “…just knowing I was given 
the opportunity to buy the sweatshirt with the group heightened my sense of belonging” (NARR, 
WF, 21). In this example, thinking about the exclusive consumption option reminds her of 
solidified membership within a target, and thus enhances her perceived belonging status.  
I also theorize two subcategories of internal cues: emotional and cognitive (see Table 2.4 
for examples). Given prior work on the different roles emotions and cognitions play in the 
consumption domain (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999), I find it important to distinguish these two 
types. It is critical to note that my data suggest consumers consciously recognize these cues. 
Similar to how self-perception theory asserts that people form attitudes based on observations of 
their own behavior (Bem 1972), I find individuals can formulate insights pertaining to belonging 
progress based on their perceptions of their own cognitions and emotions.  
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BP Element #5: Belonging Barriers 
Consumer researchers working within the NTB paradigm discuss belonging threats in 
terms of social exclusion (Lee and Shrum 2012; Mead et al. 2011). Furthermore, although not 
defining  belonging threats specifically, NTB scholars imply that external forces can temporarily 
compromise a person’s ability to fulfill the need (Loveland et al. 2010; Mead et al. 2011), 
although recent research introduces consumers’ perceptions of lasting threats (Wan, Xu, and 
Ding 2014).  However, my data support a broader interpretation of hindrances to belonging that 
extend beyond mere ostracism. In fact, I find evidence for a more diverse category of what I term 
“belonging barriers.” I define these as enduring forces that hinder people from achieving 
belonging outcomes within a target. Unlike the externally-derived experience of social ostracism 
often explored in belonging/consumption research, I find belonging barriers can stem from 
myriad personal, interpersonal, and sociological sources. For example, one personal barrier could 
be the inability to afford a desired conduit. Interpersonally, barriers may even emerge from the 
target itself, if its members consistently hinder an individual from experiencing belongingness. 
Likewise, cultural differences may jeopardize consumers’ ability to achieve desired belonging 
outcomes.   
The salience of barriers specifically emerges from my two negative cases, where these 
participants explicitly state they did not achieve their desired belonging outcomes within the 
honors cohort. Their interviews reveal that belonging barriers do not just emanate from targets, 
but can manifest as personal and structural/societal forces. Marc (INT, HM, 19) describes how 
his personal struggle with depression hindered his ability to belong. 
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TABLE 2.4: Typology of Belonging Cues and Links to Belonging Outcomes 
 
Cue Type Excerpt Belonging Outcomes  
                  (individual facets of SB) 
EXTERNAL 
Verbal Cues 
Compliments  "…compliments on my purchase and 
comments like 'you are one of us now.' These 
types of occurrences established even more of 
a sense of belonging” (NARR, HF, 21).  
"The reassurance that this type of product has 
increased my sense of belonging comes from 
compliments that I get from friends..." 
(NARR, AsF, 20).  
Shared Traits – positive evaluations of what a 
consumer owns immediately reveals 
favorability for the purchase, indicative of a 
shared characteristic or trait among the 
informant and members of the target 
Consulting "One cue I received that made me think 
Robinhood helped increase my sense of 
belonging was a message from a friend asking 
me for advice on a stock. Previously, friends 
went to the leader for advice but now they 
were coming to me, too” (NARR, WM, 21). 
 
"I have received a few cues from others that 
insinuate my belonging in the running 
community has increased.…[Friends] were 
asking about what kinds of shoes I wear for 
training and my opinion….Experiences like 
that one verify my belonging in the running 
community" (NARR, WF, 21).  
Reciprocity (feeling valued) – when people 
consult informants for opinions, they are 
recognizing the informant possesses some 
knowledge they deem valuable. 
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TABLE 2.4 (cont.) 
Nonverbal Cues 
Facial Expressions “…a professional hairdo brings…[others’] 
facial expressions that reaffirm my sense of 
belonging” (NARR, AAF, 21). 
 
"…after my salon appointment I started 
getting…unexpected [positive] attention from 
[classmates]" (NARR, AAF, 19). 
Acceptance – positive expressions reaffirm 
that the informant has engaged in consumption 
behavior the target sanctions  
INTERNAL 
Emotional Cues 
Desire for Homogeneity “…increased desire to take fun pictures 
wearing matching outfits in our acroyoga 
poses” (NARR, WF, 20). 
"…wearing the simple piece of [Irish] jewelry 
and seeing it on others will always give me a 
sense of belonging.…My feelings towards the 
ring always heighten when I see others 
wearing one. It shows that we are all part of 
the same history." (NARR, ¼ Irish, ¼ Italian, 
½ Filipino, F, 22). 
Shared Traits – increases in yearning for 
homogeneity indicate the consumer recognizes 
more commonalities between him/herself and 
the target 
Reduction in Anxiety “…makes me feel more at ease…in the 
business professional community, so I feel that 
I belong. The bag has allowed me to worry 
less about appearances...” (NARR, AsF, 20).   
Acceptance – decreases in negative emotions 
reaffirm the informant has engaged in 
consumption behavior that the consumer 
perceives the target sanctions 
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TABLE 2.4 (cont.) 
Cognitive Cues   
Salience of Elite Membership Status [Informant describes an exclusive purchase 
only available to sorority leaders.] 
 
“…just knowing I was given the opportunity to 
buy the sweatshirt with the group heightened 
my sense of belonging. Even if I hadn’t 
purchased [it], it is always nice just to have the 
chance to be included” (NARR, WF, 21). 
 
Secure & Temporal Stability – merely 
knowing consumption options are available 
due to elite membership status reinforces 
consumers’ relationships with targets 
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M1: How would you describe your relationship with the program?  
He: There’s not much of [one]…. a lot of events I didn’t go to.… it’s not a bad 
program…I think it’s really good….but I think, again, if I felt like myself  [e.g., 
not depressed], this would be different. I think I would have gotten close to a lot 
of people [and] a lot closer to the program in general.  
It is important to note Marc believes his nearly year-long depression acts as an enduring 
barrier, limiting his ability to connect with his classmates and the program. He explains how his 
personal struggle limits his capability to attend events, develop closer relationships with other 
members, and better connect with the program overall.  
Zack (INT, AsM, 19) a Chinese American student, is the other negative case in my study: 
Our class is primarily White females. And guess what demographic I’ve had the 
least contact with? White females.… I have more minority friends than White 
friends…I’m more comfortable [spending leisure time with males].… Asian guys 
and White girls don’t mix. I don’t mind, but other people do….I just noticed that 
they’re [students in honors cohort] mostly women. 
Zack clearly identifies gender and race as two sociological factors he believes impact his ability 
to connect with other members. Moreover, he had not considered the impact of gender before the 
interview, demonstrating the covert influence barriers can exert on consumers. When asked 
where his two White female friends in the cohort are from, Zack names their rural hometowns 
and notes, “I’ve found those types of girls to be a lot more welcoming. I find a lot more 
hospitality from them than maybe city girls or [those] from the suburbs.” Zack thus adds 
background origin as a sociological factor that can hinder belonging. For him, this barrier plays a 
very real role in his interactions with other members in the target. As one component of 
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belongingness involves similarity and complementarity (Hagerty et al. 1993), Zack’s minority 
status may make him more susceptible to experiencing a greater amount of barriers.  
We initially conceptualized barriers as solely impeding the path from cues to belonging 
outcomes. However, two informant-audit interviews conducted after my ethnography concluded 
revealed that barriers can arise at any time throughout the BP, ultimately disrupting it. For this 
reason, the dotted boundary around barriers in Figure 2.2 depicts these as potentially interfering 
with every connection between BP elements. For example, Marc explains how his idiosyncratic 
barriers of depression and other personal “baggage” hindered his ability to seek or acquire 
conduits to facilitate his BP (hampering the target–conduit link). In Zack’s case, although he 
leverages an appropriate conduit valued by his target (e.g., touristic shopping), he also 
experiences a personal belonging barrier relating to his ability to detect cues stating “I can’t read 
people very well” (hampering the conduit–cue connection).  
It is noteworthy that although consumers may view barriers as hardships, they do not 
perceive all hardships as barriers. In fact, my data suggests shared hardships occurring in and 
beyond the consumption domain may act as unanticipated belonging conduits. In one instance, 
group solidarity increases as consumers navigate the unfavorable experience of a bar denying 
entrance to a student during the international trip. Ashley (INT, WF, 19) elaborates:  
We start going in [the bar], they let us in, and then they get to Susan, and they 
don’t let [her] in…because she was Muslim…Then we all left, so I thought that 
was cool. Everyone was like, ‘That’s ridiculous and we’re not going to leave 
Susan behind.’ Everyone left, and we went to a different place that let Susan in. It 
was just so crazy. We’ve never seen that sort of discrimination before, so that 
definitely brought us closer together. 
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It is critical to note that barriers can be both an objective reality (e.g., distance and 
language) and idiosyncratic experiences (e.g., Zack’s beliefs and Marc’s depression). Despite the 
many barriers I identify, consumers still manage to achieve positive belonging outcomes.  
BP Element #6: Belonging Outcomes 
I use this term to capture the various belonging-related goals people desire and 
proactively pursue. These outcomes relate to their general perceptions and feelings of belonging, 
and manifest across a broad spectrum, from engaging in simple interactions or establishing 
strong, stable relationships. In fact, while extant research links positive social interactions to 
belonging and acceptance (Baumeister and Leary 1995), consumers even describe non-negative 
interactions as desirable outcomes. A young African-American woman compares the negative 
reactions White people sometimes express toward her natural hairstyles to experiences after 
purchasing professional hair-straightening services:  
Although many are unconscious of it, straight hair is more accepted, and less 
threatening to others in this society; and I would prefer to be unnoticed but 
accepted than to be ostracized. However, when unnoticed, there are not many 
affirmations that you are accepted (NARR, AAF, 21). 
As this young woman frequently straightens her hair, she knows the type of reactions to expect 
after purchasing a relaxant. More importantly, she understands the (negative) reactions she will 
avoid. She relies on this particular purchase to manage the stigma of “natural” hair (Crosby 
2012) and explains how even the absence of negative reactions can serve as a reflection of 
acceptance, or her ability to “fit in just enough” to go unnoticed, or, to be accepted.  
Interrelationships among Conduits, Cues, and Belonging Outcomes.     When consumers 
leverage conduits, such actions may elicit cues from others. In turn, these cues can act as a 
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subjective measure of how successfully informants achieve belonging outcomes. I discuss these 
three elements in this section given the tight link between cues and outcomes (see Table 2.3).  
First, my analysis supports the interpretation that consumers employ a variety of conduits 
in their efforts when engaging in the BP. I note an informal conversation with Zack, who 
describes his (unsuccessful) effort to achieve a desired belonging outcome:  
Zack [said] he hoped to develop a connection with several young female students 
by accompanying them on a walk around a nearby shopping center. He expressed 
dissatisfaction since the young women he was with did not seem to acknowledge 
him much and therefore made him feel unwanted. This is an example of how 
Zack attempted to use the shared touristic shopping experience as a conduit to 
belong with a micro target of several students (FN).  
Detecting the young women’s lack of interest as a cue, he interprets their diffidence as a sign that 
he is not making progress toward his desired belonging outcome.  
Second, I find informants’ mere acquisition or consumption of potential belonging 
conduits elicit cues from desired target members that indicate progress toward belonging 
outcomes. For example, one informant’s purchase of a retro NBA jersey elicits specific positive 
reactions from his social circle. These reactions in turn communicate to the informant that he has 
succeeded in achieving his desired outcome of buying a product his belonging target values. He 
explains, “I showed up to my friend’s house to watch the game and they were all extremely 
impressed and envious of the style of the jersey. This is really what made me feel like I 
belonged” (NARR, WM).  
Although my findings reinforce prior theorization that belonging is enacted, and not 
static, it is also true that the BP is not always one-way. Consider the example of the jersey 
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owner: his friends’ assessments enable him to make a more astute purchase (a new retro NBA 
jersey) highly valued by his target and himself. Consequently, the relationship between conduits 
and cues can be characterized as bidirectional, as cues can influence consumers’ selection of 
conduits, and vice versa. After learning what types of goods, services, and experiences other 
target members value, consumers may then utilize this information to guide their future 
purchases of conduits.  
Informants clearly rely on marketplace conduits to increase their chances of a range of 
positive belonging outcomes. Extending prior literature, I find evidence of such desired 
outcomes beyond those captured by the overarching constructs of NTB and the sense of 
belonging (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Hagerty et al. 1993). Other outcomes besides achieving 
belonging in the first place include maintaining and enhancing existing belongingness toward a 
target. As mentioned, consumers’ recognition of cues can also lead to a specific belonging 
outcome. The degree to which the outcome is favorable may influence consumers’ subsequent 
decisions to exert more or less effort to direct belonging-related energies and resources toward a 
specific target. Similar to cues, these outcomes may also affect consumers’ future consumption 
decisions, informing them which conduits are most effective.  
DISCUSSION 
 The theorization I describe above represents the first conceptual framework to capture the 
enactment and elements of what I term the Belonging Process (BP). Below, I discuss what this 
framework offers to the consumer behavior discipline. I begin describing the potential impact of 
the BP on belonging research in general. I then explain how the current research interrogates 
consumption/belonging linkages within consumer behavior, and unveils novel ones. Finally, I 
discuss how my work promotes a proactive perspective regarding the consumption strategies 
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people employ to attain belongingness. I describe how each of these contributions may inform 
future research.  
Impact of the BP and its Elements on Belonging Research  
 Extant belonging research employs a limited set of theoretical constructs, including the 
NTB, sense of belonging, and belonging threats. Insights emerging from my work challenges the 
notion that people’s sole belonging-laden outcomes involve fulfilling their NTB and achieving a 
sense of belonging.  
 I illuminate other dimensions of belonging. Specifically, I identify and delineate six 
integrated belonging constructs: cultural context, targets, conduits, cues, outcomes, and barriers. I 
believe identifying these constructs can provide scholars with a theoretically-laden vocabulary 
with which to discuss belonging phenomena, thus allowing them to be more precise and consistent 
when designing research studies. More importantly, I theorize how these constructs operate in 
relation to one another during the BP. The BP also integrates disparate belonging research into one 
theoretical lens. For example, I acknowledge that the NTB – that is, a consumer’s desire to belong 
within a target – drives the entire process. Concerning the sense of belonging (Hagerty et al. 1993), 
I acknowledge it as being subject to a cultural context, but do not assume each context requires 
unique measures of belonging. Moreover, I do not treat SB as the sole belonging outcome, but 
rather recognize alternative belonging-laden goals that may be less ambitious (e.g., identifying 
similarities to others, feeling accepted).  
Supported by robust data, I also suggest a broader understanding of belonging outcomes 
salient to consumers that range from successfully belonging in a new group, fitting in just enough 
to go unnoticed, and being more at ease. This range of belonging-related goals, especially those 
relating to people’s desire to remain in a group while under the social radar, deserve future 
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research. Similarly, I posit that the current research broadens conceptualizations of belonging 
threats to include belonging barriers, or enduring belonging obstacles that can arise from personal, 
social, and cultural factors. 
Overall, I contribute to extant work by offering a theoretical foundation to deepen our 
understanding of belonging in general, as well as the linkages between belonging and 
consumption. I introduce a multifaceted process researchers can examine from various 
theoretical perspectives. Experimental work may develop my findings to understand more fully 
the conditions of each element, such as examining how positive cues lead to distinct belonging 
outcomes. Alternatively, my holistic approach to uncovering this process is fitting for studies 
rooted in sociological research. Qualitative studies may uncover how unique boundary 
conditions shape and modify the BP in distinct consumption contexts, such as brand 
communities, or those where members are linked through strong value orientations (e.g., CSA; 
Press and Arnould, 2011)   
Strengthening the Consumption/Belonging Link 
 To date, researchers do not typically consider the marketplace resources that may 
facilitate belongingness, opting to allocate attention to personal and social factors. My findings 
illustrate the importance of investigating how both tangible and intangible marketplace resources 
are critical to establishing, maintaining, and enhancing belongingness. Although some studies in 
our discipline do acknowledge consumption as a means to belonging, this topic is not their focus. 
Thus, belonging work is nascent and limited by extant conceptualizations. I move beyond the 
compensatory perspective of using consumption to restore jeopardized belonging needs. Here, I 
highlight a variety of marketplace resources that may facilitate belonging, the roles targets may 
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play in shaping consumers’ preferences, and the alternative belonging-laden outcomes beyond 
attaining a sense of belonging and fulfilling of the NTB.  
Developing our understanding of the belonging/consumption relationship wields 
important implications for consumer welfare. As mentioned, belonging is associated with a 
multitude of physiological and psychological health factors (Eisenberger, Lieberman, and 
Williams 2003). Thus, understanding how consumers may achieve belonging outcomes should 
prove useful for improving individuals’ health. This understanding is likely to be especially 
important for consumers at risk of social exclusion. However, I also find that merely belonging is 
not necessarily beneficial for individuals; instead, the value of a particular belonging outcome 
may depend on the type of target to which a person aims to belong. As in prior studies (Mead et. 
al 2011), studying belonging within a consumption context may illuminate what consumers will 
risk in hopes of inclusion. Therefore, developing understanding of the belonging/consumption 
link can inform scholars of potentially unhealthy strategies that consumers may utilize to belong.   
Consumers’ Proactive Pursuit of Belongingness  
 Most research in this field studies how belonging threats (e.g., social exclusion 
experiences) “trigger” (Loveland et al. 2010, 394) consumption responses. Conversely, I 
illuminate a previously overlooked topic in consumer/belonging research; that is, consumers’ 
proactive pursuits of belonging. I contend that understanding individuals’ perceptions of the 
consumption/belonging relationship is critical. Consequently, many phenomena relating to the 
consumption/belonging link remain undertheorized, including how individuals evaluate 
consumption activities for their capability to facilitate belongingness and how they overcome 
barriers to belonging. 
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In sum, my data reveal how people actively seek and leverage marketplace resources to 
enhance their belonging experiences. I find they consciously view marketplace resources as 
conduits to belonging outcomes, leveraging them for their symbolic and functional value. Unlike 
prior studies studying how consumers react to belonging threats, I focus on how they actively 
utilize resources with hopes of progressing toward desired belonging-oriented outcomes. In 
doing so, I uncover the crucial cues they detect to subjectively measure their belonging progress. 
I therefore hope my work counterbalances existing consumer research to encourage a holistic 
approach to understanding the complex, multifaceted nature of belonging.  
Future Research 
My delineation of the BP offers consumer/belonging researchers a variety of intriguing 
issues to explore. First, belonging scholars are likely to expand upon the identified relationships 
between elements. Using my framework, researchers can study a host of topics such as how 
consumers 1) value certain cues over others, 2) evaluate the potential belongingness value of 
various conduits, 3) determine which barriers hinder or stop consumers’ involvement in their 
targets, and 4) navigate their goals of belonging to multiple, and perhaps contradictory, targets. 
Moreover, numerous iterations between conduits and cues are very likely to occur before a 
consumer achieves a desired belonging outcome. This condition supports explaining the notion 
of belonging persistence (Fischer, Otnes, and Tuncay 2007) shaped by both the target and 
cultural context.  Relatedly, understanding how consumers may repeat the BP to achieve 
different outcomes, and what motivates them to do so, will develop a research emphasis on 
proactive belonging pursuits in the consumption domain. 
Regarding marketing agents (e.g., salespeople, celebrities, brand ambassadors), research 
can examine how these shape and influence belonging targets to help consumers successfully 
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attain belonging outcomes. Even focusing on a narrow portion of the process could potentially 
reveal new dimensions of belonging. Consequently, my delineation of the BP and its elements 
establishes a fertile foundation for future research in the commercial sphere. 
 Conduits such as consumption products and practices are especially important when 
considering consumers’ proactive belongingness pursuits. Future research should examine how 
consumers evaluate marketplace options in terms of “belongingness value.” This study will 
likely to span across psychology, social psychology, and marketing, and resonate with scholars 
studying material/experiential consumption. For example, they could explore how consumers 
consider target members’ expectations when deciding conduits, and how material/experiential 
consumption may produce distinct cues that affect belonging outcomes differently. As one 
example, my data offer clear evidence that branded luxury goods are prized for their 
belongingness value. Thus, academics and practitioners focusing on this research category might 
find belongingness value a useful construct for devising strategy on every level from naming 
products, to pricing, to establishing retail displays.  
Limitations 
 My study identifies multiple novel belonging elements; thus, I could not delve deeply 
into each of them. For example, I do not claim to offer an exhaustive list of belonging barriers. 
However, I demonstrate the compelling need to re-examine the existence of impeding forces 
beyond the often-explored construct of social exclusion. I address this limitation by conducting a 
deep, longitudinal ethnography. My discussion of the honors students’ consumption conduits is 
also limited since the members of this cohort do not explicitly recognize themselves as a 
consumption community. Yet, their engagement in various rituals, social events, and an 
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immersive trip (not to mention paying college costs) indicates the salience of consumption-laden 
experiences to belonging.  
I also encounter a limitation that pertains to my middle-class, North American context, 
with most participants able to expend resources for belonging-related goals. Future research 
should examine consumers from low-income backgrounds with scarce resources to understand 
how they conceptualize belonging outcomes and fulfill them.  
Another limitation I must mention is my lack of data regarding social media consumption 
and belonging. Prior research links the important of such consumption with belongingness 
(David and Roberts 2017), but surprisingly, my informants did not discuss social media usage in 
depth when describing their connections to their belonging targets. Consequently, I solely 
discussed non-digital belonging conduits. Clearly, investigating the linkages between belonging 
and social-media communities is warranted. 
CONCLUSION 
 I offer the Belonging Process as inclusive of, and extending, prior theorization of 
belonging. I find empirical support for the existence of the BP, delineate six essential elements 
that pertain to consumers’ engagement in it: cultural context, targets, conduits, cues, barriers, and 
outcomes, and offer preliminary theorization of how these constructs relate to each other within 
this novel framework. Thus, I believe my research contributes to work on identity, belonging, 
and consumption by advancing understanding on the processual nature of consumers’ proactive 
pursuit of belonging, heretofore unexamined in consumer behavior. The BP I propose provides 
scholars with a theoretical foundation to pursue and scrutinize, and advances nascent research on 
the linkages between belonging and consumption.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Essay 2: Exploring Brand Community Conflict 
 
Chicago Bulls fans use the words “trash” and “garbage” to refer to the team, “clowns” 
and “morons” to express thoughts on the franchise’s management, and “disjointed” and 
“dysfunctional” to describe the Bulls’ broader community. How can fans of a beloved sports 
franchise talk about their team so negatively? How does such negativity influence their 
commitment to the brand and its community? 
Consumers often rely on marketspaces to fulfill their needs of social connectedness and 
belonging (Mead et al. 2011). One social category they leverage to fulfill such needs is the brand 
community. Research on these social groups contend they are consumer-centric, and composed 
of various elements that influence focal consumers’ experience of the community (e.g., key 
artifacts and rituals; McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002). While extant research primarily 
emphasizes positive relationships among these elements, I am interested in exploring how 
consumers respond when these elements work against each other. For example, how do 
consumers within a brand community respond when disagreement arises between consumer-
members and marketing agents? Or among various consumers within the community? In this 
research, I examine strained relationships within a brand community, and how consumers 
manage them, given such constraints. The original primary research question that spurred this 
research (that I later parse into three specific questions) is “How do consumers navigate brand 
communities experiencing conflict?” 
 My aim in this essay is to leverage empirical research to deepen our understanding of the 
types of brand community conflict that threaten consumers’ ability to remain involved. This 
research thus naturally contributes to the literature on brand communities, offering insights as to 
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how these function when under internal duress. The resulting conceptualization will require me 
to investigate points of contention among various elements of the brand community. 
Consequently, my primary contributions will include: 1) delineating sources of conflict in brand 
communities, 2) illuminating how consumers react to such tension, and 3) explicating how 
consumers manage their relationships with these communities amid these conditions. More 
broadly, I position this work to enhance our understanding of how consumers navigate negative 
experiences pertaining to their brand communities.  
 I leverage research from organizational behavior, drawing from conflict management 
theory (hereafter, “CMT”; Rahim 2002) to demonstrate how the elements of the brand 
community interact to create tensions. As I explain in my literature review, extant research 
conceptualizes a brand community as a collective of distinct entities (e.g., marketing agents; 
consumers; brand; product). I aver that an enhanced emphasis on the tensions brand communities 
face can help consumer researchers understand the sources of such tensions—and how 
individuals navigate conflicts. By understanding brand communities in this manner, scholars are 
better equipped to consider the function conflict plays in the brand-community member 
experience. Thus, this theoretical lens is particularly appropriate to study such communities. 
I structure the paper as follows. First, I review research emanating from the social 
sciences and consumer behavior on differences and tensions within communities, contending that 
more theorization is needed about how consumers navigate them. I then discuss influential 
classic sociological work on conflict. This work, in turn, influences organizational research 
regarding conflict management, including Rahim’s (2002) framework. I proceed to describe my 
research context and the methodological approaches to refine my initial research question. In my 
findings, I delineate sources of conflict in a brand community and explain how consumers 
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address these tensions. I conclude by illuminating the broader contributions my findings offer to 
managers and consumer research, explicating relevant future directions scholars should consider.  
BACKGROUND 
Community Scholarship in Sociology  
Early sociological studies on community consider the collective as a small, homogenous 
group characterized by familial and emotional bonds (Tönnies 1887). Research on communities 
became more popular as community studies in sociology analyzed them as structural units of 
cultural and social organization (Arensberg 1954). These structures may contain a social 
hierarchy, creating classes that vary in power. Those in powerful positions direct the community 
for their own benefit, and are socially distant from localized community affairs (Parsons 1957).  
Though sociological research contends that communities are predicated on similarities, 
the field accounts for more complexities as well (Stacey 1969). For example, many community 
scholars study crime and deviant behavior. In this body of research, scholars find low economic 
resources and ethnic heterogeneity hinder community members’ ability to recognize common 
values and establish social norms (Sampson and Groves 1989). Moreover, as attention on 
diversity increases, researchers find various forms of oppression within such heterogeneous 
communities, especially those that vary by social categories (e.g., race, gender, sexuality, and so 
on; Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). Kollock and Smith (2002) unpack the notion of “community” 
further, acknowledging that communities are not restricted by geography; rather, they may merge 
virtually regardless of where community members reside.  
Kollock and Smith (2002) argue community research remains increasingly crucial as the 
potential for diverse human connections increases due to globalization, the rise of hyper-
individualism, and the perpetuation of inequality. Consequently, the taken-for-granted notion 
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that communities are inherently cohesive is rarely true, especially in those not bound by 
geography (Anderson 1983). As scholars now consider how communities evolve over time, they 
increasingly conceptualize these entities as intricate collectives of heterogeneous individuals, 
organizations, and resources (Cohen 1985). 
 Although no consensus exists around one definition of community, theoretical 
approaches to the construct share common features. Various conceptualizations acknowledge 
that community members experience a shared sense of belonging, perceptions of membership 
boundaries, a consciousness of kind (defined as the intrinsic connection group members feel for 
one another), and that member participation in a community provides personal fulfillment (Foa 
and Foa 1980). These theoretical approaches converge to accept that communities offer members 
a sense of continuity, where fixed practices facilitate engagement and ensure temporal stability. 
Multiple approaches also recognize communities’ inclusion of heterogeneous members (Foa and 
Foa 1980). 
 Experiencing a sense of belonging is critical for community members at both the 
individual and collective levels (Fischer, Bristor, and Gainer 1996). Feelings of belongingness 
make the collective meaningful for individual members, who define perceptions of belonging 
with respect to community dynamics. Despite differing views among members, collective 
practices, experiences, and values reinforce and co-construct belongingness (Fischer et al. 1996). 
At the broader level, collective belonging describes the degree to which communities embrace 
solidarity and togetherness (e.g., “communitas”; Turner 1969). 
Community Scholarship in Psychology 
Sense of Community Theory.     Formally, the sense of community is defined as “a feeling 
that members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, 
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and a shared faith that members' needs will be met through their commitment to be together" 
(McMillan and Chavis 1986, 9). Sense of community theory (hereafter, SCT) argues that 
experiencing a sense of community involves four elements: membership, influence, fulfillment 
of needs, and shared emotional connections. Membership is described as feeling one has a right 
to belong because of personal investment (Aronson and Mills 1959). Membership encompasses 
five components: boundaries, emotional safety, a sense of belonging, personal investment, and a 
common symbol system. Membership implies boundaries exist that provide structure and 
security, allowing emotional safety and a sense of belonging to develop. These phenomena are 
not enough to experience membership, however. Members’ personal investment is necessary to 
the feeling of owning the right to belong in the group. The final criterion to attain membership 
experience is members’ shared understanding of a common symbol system to ensure shared 
meaning of community communications (McMillan and Chavis 1986).   
 SCT conceptualizes influence as a bidirectional force (McMillan and Chavis 1986). For 
an individual to feel attracted to the group, he or she must perceive the ability to influence it in 
some way. However, to attain group cohesiveness, the group likewise must be able to influence 
its members. A group’s influence on its members and members’ influence on the group operate 
simultaneously. Conformity, and the strength of a community’s bond, help determine the group’s 
influence on its members. SCT does not theorize conformity in a negative light; instead, the 
authors conceptualize it as a force for closeness and a gauge for group cohesiveness (McMillan 
and Chavis 1986).  
In addition to membership and influence, the authors identify a third crucial element of 
the sense of community—the fulfillment of needs. They contend these needs originate from 
individual values. As more community members share these individual values, the community 
 77 
 
becomes better equipped to organize and prioritize its activities. In addition, SCT posits that need 
fulfillment acts more generally to reinforce cohesiveness, a primary function of a strong 
community. The authors also argue that a strong community organizes its members such that 
people are able to fulfill others’ needs while satisfying their own.  
The last salient element in SCT is members’ shared emotional connection. McMillan and 
Chavis (1986) argue that the more people interact, the more likely they are to become close. 
Furthermore, the more positive their interactions, the stronger these bonds will become. In 
addition, members must perceive shared events to be non-ambiguous, and to possess a similar 
valence. Personal investment also is crucial to building a shared emotional connection. 
Members’ sharing of emotional risks increases the general sense of community, as such acts 
demonstrate a willingness to be vulnerable with others in the community (Aronson and Mills 
1959).  
SCT delineates specific insights conducive for consumer behavior research, explicating 
four elements that can be useful when exploring consumption communities. For example, SCT 
asserts that a strong brand community can offer its members the boundaries of membership, 
opportunities for influence, fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connections. Conversely, 
consider the scenario of a firm launching a failed product extension within a brand community. 
This firm might be one that conflates the communication symbols entailed in membership, does 
not allow consumers to accurately influence its decisions, does not fulfill or even understand 
their consumers’ needs, and does not share the same emotions regarding this product launch. 
Consequently, SCT can help brand communities discern which activities facilitate strong 
relationships with customers, and which do not. Yet although insights from SCT will inform my 
investigation of the focal brand community, I do not rely on it as my primary theoretical lens. 
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This is because whereas SCT emphasizes personal experiences of community, I focus my study 
on conflict, finding another theory more aligned with my emphasis.  
Research on Conflict 
Conflict in Classic Sociology.     Karl Marx, often considered the father of conflict theory, 
argues society consists of heterogeneous groups of individuals, all of whom compete for a finite 
amount of resources (Horton 1966). These resources may possess economic (Blalock 1957) and 
symbolic value, such as political power (see also Glaser 1994). Sociologists typically leverage 
conflict theory to examine power imbalances among various segments of society. The conflict 
described in sociology manifests in a variety of forms, including tensions, rivalries, competitions, 
or even outright violence between groups. Horton (1966) proposes that such social conflict can 
exist in all aspects of society (e.g., socioeconomic class, race, gender, and religion. Conflict is 
likely to occur when two or more groups possess differing perceptions and divergent goals 
(White 1961). Paradoxically, conflict also is likely when members of a group feel close to one 
another; thus, the same conditions that foster closeness also facilitate interactions that can lead to 
tensions (Blau 1977).  
 Simmel (1955) originated the argument that a social group can increase cohesion by 
facing some external conflict. Relatedly, Sherif’s (1958) seminal article delineates how offering 
a common goal for two conflicting groups may reduce conflict. Developing thought on how 
group conflict is experienced, Levine and White (1961) demarcate structural levels of conflict, 
including intrafamily, intracommunity, and intercommunity. In addition to the level of conflict, 
he considers the strength of the social bond between the two parties to be another important 
factor that may influence members’ participation in a community.  
 79 
 
In their study of a Catholic community in Ireland, Shirlow and Murtagh (2004) find that 
residents seemingly characterize Tönnies’ (1887) idealized view of a homogenous community in 
harmony. The researchers’ findings, however, contradict the link between homogeneity and 
cohesiveness. Specifically, residents share many beliefs and norms, but differ greatly in how they 
perceive the presence and assistance of external non-profit organizations. One informant notes 
community members can agree on a variety of social issues, but “if you argued that everyone 
could work together to make this a better place you would be walking into a minefield” (Shirlow 
and Murtagh 2004, 62). This sentiment demonstrates that conflict can be pervasive conflict even 
within communities with many commonalities. While early sociologists leverage conflict theory 
to study issues pertaining to race, sex, and class, modern sociologists also use it to examine 
tensions within organizations (as I will discuss in a later section).  
Community Scholarship in Consumer Behavior  
 
Consumption Communities.  Consumption communities are comprised of individuals 
who share commitment to a product, brand, consumption activity, or consumer ideology (Cova 
and Cova 2002; Schouten and McAlexander 1995). This characterization emphasizes the 
consumer role, but also indirectly acknowledges other factors in the marketplace that influence 
consumption communities, such as producers, marketing agents, service providers, products, and 
brands. As such, while all brand communities are consumption communities, not all 
consumption communities exist because of a focus on brands. Scholars find the motivations 
behind entering a community can vary, from trying to fight social stigmas (Scaraboto and 
Fischer 2012), to reenacting historical consumption practices (Belk 1998), to detaching from 
modern markets by engaging in nonmonetary exchange (Kozinets 2002). These communities are 
often characterized by a consciousness of kind (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001).  
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However, not all consumption communities possess strong, shared affection among their 
members. For example, Tumbat and Belk (2010) challenge the notion that shared extraordinary 
experiences facilitate feelings of community, finding in their study of climbing Mount Everest 
that group members can be individualistic, competitive, and self-serving. Specifically, their 
research demonstrates how a shared extraordinary experience can be used to challenge 
consumers’ authenticity and right to belong in that experience.  
Alternatively, Chalmers, Price, and Schau (2013) discuss how even heterogeneous groups 
can maintain community. Similar to the heterogeneity found in the Porsche (Avery 2010) and 
Harley Davidson communities (Schouten and McAlexander 1995), the long-distance runners 
Chalmers et al. study vary in their values and beliefs. Moreover, they explore heterogeneity by 
studying the corporate actors associated with the running community that attempt to appeal to 
distinct consumer segments. The authors identify three sources of tension: 1) cooptation, 
referring to consumers’ perceptions of exploitation by corporate participation in the consumption 
community, 2) orientation, referring to tensions stemming from how community members 
interpret and engage in running, and 3) enactment, or conflicts occurring when consumers 
attempt to disrupt identity enactments of other consumers. 
Brand Communities.    Brand communities are defined as groups that are “specialized, 
non-geographically bound [and] based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a 
brand” (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 412). They are largely imagined communities (Anderson 
1983; Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001); that is, members can feel part of a large group they can 
envision, even when they do not meet each other (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001). Extensions of 
brand community research contend these groups are consumer-centric and composed of various 
elements that influence focal consumers’ experience of the community, including the 1) brand, 
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2) other consumers, 3) marketing agents, and the 4) product/service (McAlexander, Schouten, 
and Koenig 2002).  
 Though prior research investigates how members of competing brand communities 
navigate community conflict by using humor, ridicule, and even at times outright hostility, few 
studies examine tensions within a brand community (Ewing, Wagstaff, and Powell 2013). Extant 
research acknowledges the existence of group differences within brand communities, 
documenting that some differences may lead to tensions between consumer groups, or even 
between consumers and the firm. Schouten and McAlexander (1995) note how the Harley 
Davidson community actually contains multiple subgroups that reflect different values and 
lifestyles. Examples of these heterogeneous groups include the following: “RUBies” (rich urban 
bikers), “SEWERS” (suburban weekend riders), “RIOTS,” (retired idiots on tour), and 
“HOOTS” (have one ordered, true story). Schouten and McAlexander (1995) note “Hard-core 
bikers who consider themselves ‘defenders of the faith’ often will not acknowledge Moms-and-
Pops and RUBs, whom they regard as unauthentic pretenders or ‘weekend warriors.’….To the 
outlaw biker, though, all [other consumer groups] are pretenders” (1995, 49). Essentially, every 
subgroup within this brand community (even those less considered “hardcore”) view themselves 
as authentic bikers who simply adopt a different approach toward motorcycling.  
 Recent research on Porsche owners demonstrates even more strained relationships among 
brand community members than in the HDSC subculture. Avery (2010) reveals tensions in the 
Porsche community between two consumer groups, and between consumers and the firm. She 
explores the negative feedback from long-time Porsche owners regarding the introduction of an 
SUV. She finds contentious consumer discourse on three topics: 1) the legitimacy of users of the 
brand extension, 2) the brand extension itself, and 3) the post-extension parent brand. Though 
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she is primarily concerned with brand extensions, I aver it is reasonable to conceptualize the 
Porsche context as an example of contention within a brand community. Specifically, the long-
time Porsche owners experience conflict with the manufacturer that introduces the SUV model, 
with the perceived harm to the brand’s identity, and with the consumers who purchase the brand 
extension. Avery (2010) discusses how original Porsche owners delegitimize owners of the new 
SUV, labelling buyers of the brand extension as soccer moms and status-seeking yuppies. These 
original owners even ridicule the new Porsche Cayenne owners, “bashing” (Avery 2010, 48) 
them for their poor purchase choice. Consequently, Avery (2010) alludes to the notion of conflict 
by discussing how focal consumers experience tense interactions within this brand community. 
Conflict in Organizational Research  
Organizational Conflict.     Organizational scholars leverage tenets of the overarching 
paradigm of conflict theory to study a range of topics. Yet it is critical to understand that 
“conflict theory” in sociology encompasses a body of theories that influence many disciplines. 
This paradigm influences contemporary research pertaining to conflict in organizations. Indeed, 
organizational scholars frequently study the topic of group conflict. In this discipline, conflict is 
conceptualized as an “interactive process manifested in incompatibility, disagreement, or 
dissonance within or between social entities (i.e., individual, group, organization, etc.)” (Rahim 
2002, 207). This definition assumes two important features: 1) two parties engage in some form 
of interaction and 2) at least one party perceives both parties’ concerns to be incompatible. 
 Research in this field classifies conflict into three types: task, process, and relationship 
(de Wit, Jehn, and Greer 2012). Task conflicts include disagreements among group members 
about a task being performed. Process conflicts describe members’ disagreements regarding how 
a task should be completed, and the logistics for doing so. Relationship conflicts encompass 
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tensions among members regarding interpersonal issues, such as personality differences (Jehn 
and Bendersky 2003).  
These classifications of conflict can differentially yield a variety of group outcomes, 
broadly organized into two categories: distal group outcomes and proximal group outcomes. 
Distal outcomes refer to utilitarian consequences of group interaction, such as group 
performance and task efficiency, whereas proximal outcomes refer to relational consequences 
such as intragroup trust, cohesion, and group member satisfaction (Marks et al. 2001). De Wit, 
Jehn, and Greer (2012) find in their meta-analysis that although all types of conflict may not 
necessarily be detrimental for distal outcomes, conflicts generally pose a negative impact on 
proximal outcomes. Consequently, groups rooted in social relationships (as opposed to 
professional relationships) may be more sensitive to the negative impact of conflicts.  
Rahim’s Conflict Management Theory.     Scholars frequently leverage Rahim’s (2002) 
popular theory of organizational conflict management to address various conflict types at various 
levels (i.e., interpersonal, intragroup, and intergroup). In general, he outlines five strategies of 
conflict management, demarcating the conditions under which each is particularly useful. He 
asserts that the strategy an organization chooses to leverage should reduce relational conflict at 
all levels, but also maintain some conflict to enable people to generate novel solutions. Thus, his 
theoretical model adopts a situational approach—that is, not positing a single solution for 
conflict management, but offering multiple options appropriate for different situations. 
Importantly, Rahim (2002) notes that merely resolving conflict is not an ideal outcome for 
organizations; rather, they should seek to manage conflict so it can exist purposefully. 
Organizational scholars are in consensus regarding the distinction between conflict resolution 
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and conflict management, and acknowledge that conflict may have both functional and 
dysfunctional outcomes.  
Rahim (2002) asserts that management styles for addressing conflict vary on two 
dimensions: 1) the degree the focal party is concerned about his or her own interests, and 2) the 
degree to which this party values the other group’s interest. No single conflict management style 
is universally superior to the rest. Instead, he explains how each may be an appropriate choice of 
managing conflict, depending on situational factors that vary on the degree to which one should 
emphasize the self over others. Specifically, he states that a “…style is considered appropriate 
for a conflict situation if its use leads to effective formulation and/or solution to a problem” 
(Rahim 2002, 218).  
Organizational scholars use Rahim’s (2002) conceptualization for various purposes. For 
example, Boonsathorn (2007) discusses cultural differences regarding how people approach 
conflict. Comparing Thais and U.S. Americans in 73 multinational firms, she demonstrates 
Thais’ preferences for conflict management strategies that emphasizes the other over the self. 
Marketing scholars acknowledge Rahim’s CMT to a small extent as well. Samaha, Palmatier, 
and Dant (2011) leverage it when examining perceived unfairness in channel distribution. In a 
study regarding consumers’ reactions to service failures, Gelbrich (2010) alludes to CMT to 
discuss how empathy may ease negative perceptions of conflicts. However, Rahim’s (2002) 
contributions remain underutilized in the marketing field.  
In terms of its potential usefulness within the consumer behavior domain, CMT outlines 
five styles of conflict management that seem conducive for shedding light on how consumers 
navigate contentious consumption spaces. When the focal party possesses a high concern for 
itself and others, Rahim describes this style of approaching conflict as integrating.   It is 
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associated with problem solving that involves open, honest exchanges in information in an effort 
to develop an appropriate resolution acceptable to both parties. This style is particularly relevant 
when issues are complex, when there is little concern regarding time constraints, and when one 
party cannot solve the problem independently. In contrast, obliging refers to a management style 
where the concern for the self is low, but concern for the other party is high. Here, the focal party 
attempts to deemphasize differences and highlight similarities. This is an appropriate strategy 
when the focal party recognizes the topic of conflict is more important to the other party, when 
the focal party believes it may be wrong, and when that party may be operating from an inferior 
position relative to the other party.  
When one party is highly concerned about its own interests and unconcerned about those 
of the other party, it may enact a dominating style of conflict management, striving for a “win” 
and often ignoring the needs of the other party. This strategy may be useful when the issues in a 
conflict are important to the focal party, a quick decision is needed, or when an unfavorable 
decision by the other party may be damaging. A group may leverage avoiding styles of conflict 
management as well, reflecting little concern for itself and others. This strategy is associated 
with withdrawal from issues. Avoiding fails to satisfy all of the concerns pertaining to the 
conflict. This style may be useful when a confrontation between the two parties may lead to 
dysfunction. This method of conflict management is also appropriate when the issue is trivial, or 
when parties require time to detach emotionally from the conflict. The final method of managing 
conflict is compromising. This approach involves mutual sacrifice and mutual benefit. It is useful 
when the goals of the conflicting parties cannot overlap, or when both parties are equally 
powerful and cannot reach a consensus.  
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Evaluative Summary of the Potential of Conflict Theory in Consumer Behavior 
 Sociological research on conflict can serve as a critical foundation to study brand 
community conflict. As more sociologists altered their focus from macro-societal imbalances 
among social status (i.e., race, gender, class) to examining meso-level organizations, 
organizational conflict quickly became a popular context of study. Though linkages between 
organizational research and consumer research exist (e.g., Press and Arnould 2011), these do not 
emphasize conflict phenomena. I argue that CMT in organizational research is well suited to 
facilitate the study of consumption communities, especially those that are heterogeneous. In 
Muñiz and O’Guinn’s (2001) seminal article delineating brand communities, consumer research 
mentions the existence of community tensions in the field, yet these have not been a focus of 
study (with the exception of the research I review earlier on differences in heterogeneous 
consumption communities). Thus, I assert that consumer research can (and should) leverage 
Rahim’s (2002) CMT to characterize the nature of the conflict and understand how individuals 
and firms approach specific types of conflict.  
RESEARCH CONTEXT 
I study a brand community comprising fans of a sports team to understand how 
consumers connect to and participate in these communities. Due to recent years of tension 
regarding unpopular management decisions, poor team performance, and disagreements among 
consumers, the specific context I will study is the Chicago Bulls brand community. This 
community encompasses the three defining features of a brand community (Muñiz and O’Guinn 
2001), including a shared sense of belonging, perceptions of membership boundaries (especially 
in relation to fans of other basketball teams), and a consciousness of kind (characterized by a 
sense of intrinsic connection shared by group members).  
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The team joined the NBA in the 1966-67 season. According to the official NBA website 
(2018), the sports franchise struggled to be competitive for almost 25 years. Though managers 
occasionally cultivated strong teams in the mid-1970s, the Bulls mostly achieved unimpressive 
outcomes. Fortune for the Bulls’ franchise changed with the drafting of Michael Jordan in 1984, 
the dominant player of his era. Many stakeholders often describe him as the greatest basketball 
player of all time.  
Jordan’s exciting play attracted fans from all over the nation—and indeed, the world. He 
scored the most points in the league for seven consecutive years (1987-1993). In 1987, the Bulls 
added Scottie Pippen, another player who would enter the NBA Hall of Fame. In the early 1990s, 
the franchise provided Jordan and Pippen with strong supporting basketball players, winning 
three consecutive NBA championships (1991-1993). Jordan then retired for over a year, but 
returned to lead the Bulls to three more championship titles (1996, 1997, and 1998). The only 
other teams to win more titles than the Bulls are the Los Angeles Lakers and Boston Celtics. 
However, it is critical to note that although the Bulls struggled in 1999, its first year without 
Michael Jordan (finishing the season with an overall record of 17-65), attendance continued to 
rank as the best in the league. This record extended the home-game sellout streak to 608 games, 
the longest in the NBA at the time. Tellingly, the official NBA website that offers the Bulls’ 
general history omits details of the team’s performance for ten years (1998-2008), moving on to 
discuss the drafting of Derrick Rose. 
 The Bulls franchise selected Chicago native point guard Rose as the first pick in the 2008 
draft. In his early years, he was widely considered as the face of the Chicago Bulls team, and 
thus the focus of the Bulls’ brand community. Though Rose became the youngest player in the 
history of the NBA to win the league’s Most Valuable Player Award in 2011, he later suffered 
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many injuries that derailed his career. In 2015, the Bulls fired its highly-acclaimed head coach 
Tom Thibodeau, who had won the NBA’s Coach of the Year Award in 2011. A year later, the 
franchise eventually traded Rose. Fans of the team never reached a consensus about this trade, 
however. Some agreed with the management’s decision, while many strongly opposed it. In 
2017, the franchise also traded another fan favorite, Jimmy Butler. Thus, the community’s 
dissent on a range of issues makes it a compelling context in which to examine conflict.  
 With over 18 million Facebook followers (second only to the Los Angeles Lakers), the 
Bulls possess a global presence, a rich history, and a loyal fan base. Members of this community 
gather in public and private settings such as individual homes, bars and restaurants, and the 
United Center (the Bulls’ home arena). Many meetings revolve around fans watching the Bulls’ 
games, either in person or via mass or social media. For away games, the Bulls franchise partners 
with various venues in Chicago to host “watch parties,” where fans can meet up and view 
televised games in a social setting. The particular bar or restaurant may vary for each game, but 
the official Bulls’ website lists these locations in advance so consumers can plan accordingly. 
Other meaningful interactions include virtual conversations about the franchise. Fans maintain 
contact virtually by interacting and expressing themselves in blogs and other social media 
platforms.  
Context: Fans–Bulls’ Franchise Relationship  
 As Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) note, brand community members often feel they 
understand the brand better than the firm does. Indeed, members “can be, and frequently are, 
critical of various aspects of the brand and/or its management” (424) and believe marketing 
agents (e.g., corporate employees who manage customers, products, distribution, and 
promotions) possess too much control of the brand’s future. Within the Bulls’ brand community, 
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however, some fans are beyond critical. In fact, in July of 2017, they raised over $8,000 from 
around the world to fund a billboard advocating the employment termination of Gar Forman, the 
Bulls’ general manager, and John Paxson, the Bulls’ President of Basketball Operations (Kenney 
2017). 
Consequently, an interesting tension exists within the Bulls’ brand community since 
many fans resent and dislike the marketing agents for their decisions, and disapprove of the 
team’s roster and coach. A quick view of an unofficial Chicago Bulls’ fan page shows shirts for 
sale that demand the termination of specific team managers. With little connection to the human 
agents of the sports franchise (the team and management), this community offers the potential to 
explore how fans stay connected to the Bulls brand and other fans. This unique, problematic 
context is therefore apt for examining brand communities facing conflict, and any resulting 
potential dysfunctional outcomes associated with such contention. 
Fan-Community Context 
 Browsing Bulls-related social media pages reveals many documented fan discussions; 
here, consumers voice their disagreements freely and often. The online context is conducive to 
studying differing opinions given the potential for fans to remain anonymous (and thus, 
argumentative). In the past ten years, three topics seem to spark the most controversy. The first 
pertains to Derrick Rose and his injury-related issues. One particular event of interest is Rose’s 
decision to forgo the 2013 NBA playoffs, despite physicians’ clearance to play. This event 
divided many fans into loyal supporters and disgruntled skeptics. The second topic generating 
much controversy throughout this period centers on former Bulls’ coach Tom Thibodeau. 
Though he won the 2011 Coach of the Year Award, many fans expressed opposing views about 
his coaching style. Some believed he brought out the best of his players; others blamed him for 
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the injury-prone Bulls’ roster. The most recent topic generating disagreement involves how the 
team should perform. Whereas some fans believe the Bulls should win as many games as 
possible, many others actually would like the team to lose so it can increase its odds of drafting 
better talent in the new season’s draft pick. 
 In sum, the Bulls brand community is an appropriate context in which to study conflict, 
because: a) fan-franchise dissent is well documented due to unpopular management decisions; b) 
it is clear fan community dissent regarding both personal and management beliefs exists: and c) 
rumors of other sources of conflict exist as well, including conflict within the team and problems 
between the team and the management. As I state in the introduction, the original research 
question motivating this study was: “How do consumers navigate brand communities 
experiencing conflict?” However, after plumbing the controversies that permeate the Bulls brand 
community, I parsed this broader question into three separate and more specific ones for this 
study: 1) “What is brand community conflict and what are its sources?” and 2) “How do 
consumers react to such conflict?” and finally, 3) “How do consumers manage such conflict?” 
METHODS 
I use a variety of qualitative methods for the current research, leveraging data from 
participation observation, interviews, public documents, and online forums. I use these methods 
to understand how consumers perceive conflict within the Bulls’ brand community, and how 
they navigate the extant tensions within it. Qualitative research is an appropriate choice when a 
researcher seeks to understand the feelings, values, and perceptions that underlie and influence 
behavior (Norman and Lincoln 2005). Furthermore, related to my findings, qualitative research 
is especially conducive for studying phenomena inherently related with other constructs 
(Viswanathan 2005).   
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Preliminary Data Collection 
Public Documents.     My preliminary analysis of public documents involved scrutiny of 
public press articles and official franchise press releases. Though data originating from the 
official franchise discuss the Bulls in a positive light, public articles generate data that include 
both positive and negative discourses. I screened articles by topic, seeking emphasis on the 
Chicago Bulls franchise management, team, and fans’ experiences. I relied on sources such as 
the official Bulls’ website, ESPN, and fan pages on Facebook. I periodically reviewed articles 
from 2008-2019 to familiarize myself with the context. During this time, the Bulls community 
experienced a variety of positive and negative events, but both types spurred much disagreement 
between fans and the management, and even among fans themselves. Fans were frustrated with 
the actions of particular team members as well.  
Participant Observation and Informal Interactions.     Though Deutscher (1969) contends 
that direct observation of behavior is the “ultimate evidence of validity” (352), Fishbein and 
Ajzen (1975) acknowledge that many scholars overlook the importance of behavior. In studying 
this brand community, it is important to document fans’ natural expressions. This is especially 
important when studying a brand community comprised of sports fans, because of the plethora of 
sporting events and the emotions/behaviors these events provoke.  
Between September 2018 and March 2019, I observed fans’ behavior in a variety of 
settings including individual homes, bars and restaurants that televise the games, the United 
Center, and retail spaces dedicated to Bulls’ merchandise. These included three Bulls games (all 
resulting in a Bulls’ loss), two sports bars that televised games, and the Bulls’ product sections in 
two athletic stores in Chicago (the Nike store and the Team Madhouse store outside the Bulls 
arena). Participant observation at the three games spanned ten hours (including the time 
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preparing to attend and leaving). I observed two separate sports bars showing a Chicago Bulls 
game. Importantly, these are in the city of Chicago, which increased my likelihood of observing 
fan behavior. I visited one sports bar in particular that hosts official Bulls’ “road watch parties,” 
encouraging fans to meet at this specific location to watch their favorite team when they are on 
the road. This observation spanned approximately three hours. Finally, I spent one hour 
observing both of the store sites. I engaged in 13 hours of participant observation, not including 
many informative informal conversations. Consequently, I observed five field sites in total that 
varied in purpose and consumer appeal to develop a holistic perspective of the Chicago Bulls fan 
experience in the brand community, and that spanned the Bulls’ season. 
Depth Interviews 
Sample and Recruitment.     While the other qualitative methods allow more freedom to 
the informant, conversations in interviews tend to be directed by the researcher. Thus, the in-
depth interview method provides a complementary balance to the informant-driven observation 
techniques. I utilized purposive sampling to interview two types of consumers: those self-
identifying as loyal Chicago Bulls fans and those who identify as casual fans. I interviewed 
informants in each group, totaling 25 interviews. The purposive fandom heterogeneity in the 
sample is conducive to recruiting informants who possess different perceptions on past 
management decisions, the current Bulls team, and the future outlook for the franchise, among 
other subjects. These various perceptions in turn should facilitate the unveiling of tensions and 
potential conflict. Importantly, I chose to interview only male participants to eliminate gender 
effects in the data, though I did not set any restrictions with regard to race. I offered each 
informant a $10 NBA store gift card for each hour of his time (although many generously 
declined to accept the gift card).    
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  Interviews began in May 2018 and concluded in May 2019, occurring in semi-private 
and public settings depending on what was convenient for informants. I recruited participants 
primarily via convenience sampling and snowball sampling. I also utilized social media posts for 
recruitment. All participants identified as active Bulls fans—a critical criterion, given my focus 
on how consumers navigate their connections to the brand community, despite any tensions that 
exist. The sample contains almost an even division of informants who identify as either Casual, 
or Die-Hard. Table 3.1 describes informants’ demographic backgrounds and identified 
themselves as Bulls fans.  
TABLE 3.1: Sample Characteristics 
 Pseudonym Age Occupation Ethnicity      Self-Identified 
Fandom  
1 
 
 
Frank 21 College Student Latino Die-Hard 
2 
 
Andy 20 College Student Latino Die-Hard 
3 Leon 27 Insurance Agent African 
American 
Die-Hard 
4 Mathew 22 College Student Middle Eastern Die-Hard 
5 Michael 29 University Professor African 
American 
Casual 
6 Trey 46 Janitor/Maintenance frican 
American 
Die-Hard 
7 Mark 28 Information 
Technology 
Assistant 
Mixed Race Casual 
8 Rick 32 Barber Latino Die-Hard 
9 Cameron  29 Pharmacy 
Technician 
Asian American Casual 
10 Harold 29 Electrical Engineer Latino Die-Hard 
11 Alfredo 60 USPS mailman Latino Casual 
12 Alberto  28 Pharmacist Latino Casual 
13 Santino 21 College Student Middle Eastern Die-Hard 
14 Salvador 25 Accountant Latino Die-Hard 
15 Avery 21 College Student Latino Casual 
16 Stan 30 Restaurant Cashier  White Casual 
17 Victor 29 Unemployed Asian American Casual 
18 Terry 25 Accountant White Casual 
19 Barry  39 Dentist Latino Die-Hard 
20 Luis 24 Math Teacher Latino Casual 
21 Joey 34 Personal Trainer White Die-Hard 
22 Kenneth 26 Product Manager Mixed Race Die-Hard 
23 Manuel 38 Federal Employee  Latino Die-Hard 
24 Paul 31 MBA Graduate Latino Die-Hard 
25 Adam 26 Engineer Latino Casual 
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As my context section describes, the official Bulls’ website highlights two specific time 
periods, one it labels as the Michael Jordan era, and the other the Derrick Rose era. During both 
periods, the Bulls performed well and many considered the team to be championship contenders. 
Consequently, I believed it was critical to interview individuals who remember at least one of 
these two periods. I ensured the ages of the participants varied for both loyal and casual fans. 
 Procedure.     The use of interviews is very important since the process of converting 
experience into language is indeed a meaning-making process (Vygotsky 1987). Following best 
practices for depth interviewing (McCracken 1988; Seidman 2006), I first made broad inquiries 
about fans’ original connections to the Bulls, and proceeded to ask about their current thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviors pertaining to the team. I then probed their perceptions of tensions within 
the community (including the relationships between/among the franchise, team, and other fans). 
Furthermore, I asked about opportunities and challenges regarding the ability to participate in 
and connect with the Bulls’ brand community.      
I followed Seidman’s (2006) recommendations for depth interviews to ensure rigor, 
beginning with a phenomenological approach so that the first questions were very general and 
allowed the informant to articulate his feelings with minimal interviewer influence.  
Ethical Issues.     Each interviewee read and signed a consent form conveying the 
purposes of the research and expectations for their participation. All provided written consent 
that I could audiotape their interviews. I took several steps to ensure anonymity. First, during 
transcription, I assigned all participants an alias, and subsequently used it when speaking or 
writing about them. I also assigned aliases to anyone whom informants identified or discussed, 
except for well-known Bulls’ employees such as players and coaches, and excluded geographic-
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specific information that could help identify participants. After transcribing the interviews and 
reviewing the transcripts for errors, I deleted the recorded conversations. 
Social Media Archival Data 
Though I do not claim to conduct an entire netnography (Kozinets 2002), I utilize 
netnographic methods, and found they greatly enriched my dataset. My study of online 
expressions include consumer-generated content in the form of Facebook comments posted on 
the official Bulls franchise page. I choose to this source because my preliminary research shows 
this platform is particularly fruitful for generating data regarding fan community conflict and 
fan-franchise conflict.  
 I used the coding program Python to collect pertinent data from the official Chicago Bulls 
Facebook page including: the post message, time of the post, fans’ comments, and fans’ 
reactions (e.g., “like,” “love,” “angry,” “wow,” “sad,” and “haha [indicating laughter].” 
Specifically, I captured every post the Chicago Bulls’ franchise made on its Facebook Page from 
November 2015 to May 2018. I concentrate on fans’ textual responses to the franchise’s posts, 
including textual, visual, and audiovisual content. As this dataset emerges in response to the 
firm’s social media efforts, I mostly use it to speak to consumer-firm interactions and 
consumers’ observations of the product-firm relationship. Because the Bulls’ organization is the 
source of the original posts (e.g., they were uploaded by the Bulls’ organization itself), 
disagreements in replies to these posts often reflect tension within the fan-franchise relationship. 
Fans’ responses manifest in the form of Microsoft Excel files totaling 439,379 comments. Using 
transcripts from interviews, informal conversations, background knowledge from my preliminary 
analysis, and my own familiarity with the context, I initially narrowed this dataset to 1,254 
comments, using the neutral keywords solely related to consumer-firm interactions (such as 
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“front office” and “management”). I periodically expanded the dataset to expand my focus on 
conflict, after additional topics arose through depth interviews with informants, and through my 
own iterative data analysis.   
I leveraged interview data to generate a list of keywords to search in the social media 
posts. These terms focus on contentious topics discussed by the participants, but importantly, all 
initial keywords are inherently neutral (e.g., “management,” “front office,” “organization,” and 
names of particular employees often mentioned in the Bulls brand community). These topics are 
both emic in that informants describe them, and etic, as I also rely on my analysis to generate the 
terms. After completing this list, I asked two informants to review and edit the list of keywords 
to audit my selection. After discussing this list with these participants, I added terms that 
reflected community members’ more negative assessments. 
Data Analysis 
My primary data sources are interview transcripts and social media comments, because 
these offer the richest content pertaining to brand community conflict. I imported transcripts into 
MAXQDA, a data-analysis software that organizes data, facilitates coding, and helps researchers 
approach text from a variety of perspectives before they generate inferences. I coded as much as 
I could in-vivo, ensuring that the voices of the data sources were well represented. I revisited the 
codes to conduct thematic analysis, periodically reevaluating the codes and data excerpts. Upon 
analysis, my decision to analyze certain datasets changed depending on which excerpts proved to 
be most illuminatory.  
Rahim’s (2002) Conflict Management Theory as a Theoretical Lens 
 As mentioned, a handful of studies in marketing—but not consumer behavior—leverage 
Rahim’s conflict management theory. I introduce CMT (Rahim 2002) to consumer research for 
 97 
 
several reasons: 1) it is well established in the organizational behavior literature, 2) conflict is 
prevalent in consumption settings, and 3) because of its potential explanatory power for 
consumer behaviors. This theory allows scholars to study conflict between and among 
organizations, groups within a single organization, and even specific individuals (Rahim 2002). 
In addition, I argue it is particularly apt for studying brand communities due to two 
complementary features both of the theory and the social entity. First, since the brand community 
construct is composed of individual members (e.g., focal consumers) as well as social collectives 
(e.g., other consumers, the firm, human products), conflict management theory is fitting because 
it can investigate any combination of interpersonal, inter-organizational, and intra-organizational 
conflict. Thus, CMT is likely to be appropriate to the study of any type of conflict that can 
emerge from brand community members. Second, as Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) imply, conflict 
is inherent within the brand community construct. 
FINDINGS 
 My findings consist of one emergent conceptual contribution (with partial empirical 
support) and three contributions that correspond to each of my three research questions.  
Conceptual Contribution: Integrated Consumer-Centric Brand Community Conflict Model 
 I leverage Rahim’s conceptualization of conflict as an “interactive process manifested in 
incompatibility, disagreement, or dissonance within or between social entities (i.e., individual, 
group, organization, etc.)” (Rahim 2002, 207). I therefore use the term brand community conflict 
to refer to the brand-relevant, interactive processes consumers believe are rooted in 
incompatibility, disagreement, or dissonance within or between the five components of a brand 
community: 1) focal consumer, 2) other consumers, 3) brand, 4) product, and 5) the firm. 
Following MacInnis’ (2011) demarcation of developing conceptual contributions, I identify and 
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delineate the construct to enrich scholars’ understanding of social marketspaces. From studying 
conflict in the Bulls community, I suggest an extension of the customer-centric brand community 
model (McAlexander et al. 2002), as well as a shift in perspective.  
Particular features of my research context illuminate how this theoretical model emerges. 
As a sports franchise, the focal product of the Chicago Bulls brand is its basketball team. Notably 
distinct from a material object, the human-based aspect of the product (e.g., its aggregation of 
various “human brands”) allows it to develop more nuanced relationships with other brand 
community elements (Thomson 2006). Specifically in the Bulls context (and for all professional 
sports franchises), the team is inherently embedded in a relationship with the franchise, or the 
particular team brand further embedded in the context of a specific sport. What magnifies this 
relationship is the publicized conflict discussed among fans and media outlets. Consequently, 
studying a team composed of human brands and the conflicts between brand-athletes and the 
firm, facilitates the observation of the Bulls’ product’s relationship with its firm. As I 
demonstrate, these relationships within the brand community that do not include the focal 
consumer are still important to study, because of how these relationships impact focal 
consumers’ perception of the team.  
Evolving Conceptualizations of the Brand Community.     Figure 3.1 illustrates the 
progression of brand community conceptualizations, including the one I offer in this essay. 
Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) introduce the social construct of the brand community, demarcating 
it from consumption communities from among other social collectives. As mentioned in my 
background section, the authors define brand community as a specialized social collective “based 
on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a brand” (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 
412).  
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Experienced Relationship 
3.1B: Customer-Centric Model of Brand Community (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002) 
Observed Relationship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
3.1A: Brand Community Triad (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001)  
FIGURE 3.1: Conceptualizations of Brand Community 
3.1C: Integrated Consumer-Centric Brand Community Experience Model (Arias 2019)  
Potential Conflict 
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As seen in Figure 3.1A, the authors present the brand as a point of connection for multiple 
consumers. Their delineation of the construct includes three key markers of community 
identified by prior research: 1) a consciousness of kind (i.e., a shared knowing of belonging; 
Gusfield 1978), 2) shared rituals and traditions, and 3) a sense of moral responsibility. The 
authors’ initial conceptualization of the construct also includes the interpretive notion that 
consumers actually socially negotiate brand meaning rather than it being “delivered unaltered” 
by a firm’s marketing efforts (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 414). In this negotiation, consumers 
differentiate their brand loyalty not only from their loyalty toward the manufacturer, but from the 
ways other consumers express loyalty as well.  
Drawing from Schouten and McAlexander’s (1995) study of Harley Davidson riders, 
Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) describe the importance of legitimacy in this brand community. 
Legitimacy is a process where community members interpret distinctions among themselves to 
identify “true members of the community and those who are not, or who occupy or more 
marginal space” (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 19). “In the context of brands this is demonstrated 
by ‘really knowing’ the brand as opposed to using the brand for the ‘wrong reasons’” (Muñiz and 
O’Guinn 2001, 19), typically revealed by failing to appreciate the nuanced uniqueness of the 
community.   
Subsequently, McAlexander et al. (2002) develop our understanding of the brand 
community by including new elements and emplacing the focal consumer at the center of this 
entity. Their conceptual developments are substantial, in that they shed light on novel entities 
and relationships unarticulated by Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001), specifically by introducing the 
brand, product, and marketing agents as members of the brand community. Moreover, 
McAlexander et al.’s (2002) theoretical model highlights the customer’s experience (versus a 
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community that revolves around a brand), providing a foundation to study consumers’ 
relationships with various brand community elements and fostering a richer understanding of 
how customer loyalty can be considered as a mechanism of integration within a brand 
community.  
Current Conceptual Contribution to Brand Community Theorization.     While making 
considerable progress in understanding the brand community construct, McAlexander et al.’s 
(2002) theoretical model focuses solely on the focal consumer’s relationships, not accounting for 
relationships extending beyond this individual. I emphasize the focal consumer’s experience in 
my model as well. Moreover, I introduce consumers’ understandings of other relationships 
within the brand community as a theoretical dimension to help researchers account for the effects 
these relationships may impose. Therefore, the model I offer aims to enhance current 
theorization by encouraging a more holistic understanding of the focal consumer’s brand-
community experience. I achieve this goal by acknowledging the potential of influence of the 
integrated relationships among the brand, product/service, the firm, and other consumers.  
I draw from empirical data to extend current theorization of the customer-centric brand 
community model (McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 2002). Specifically, my interpretation 
suggests that the focal consumer’s perceptions of interlinked relationships (even those in which 
they are not a part of) influence this consumer’s brand community experiences and participation. 
For example, Bulls fans use media and other information sources to observe relationships 
between the team and the firm, the firm and other fans, and so on. My informants often reference 
these relationships when describing their own fan experiences, explaining how these 
relationships influence their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings.  
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As the legend in Figure 3.1C explains, the white arrows depict the focal consumer’s 
perceptions of relationships among the other elements. How a consumer understands these 
relationships is noteworthy. Importantly, these white arrows originate and interlink with all of 
the remaining four brand community elements.  This means that even relationships in which 
focal consumers do not directly take part can heavily influence their experience in the brand 
community. For example, if consumers believe a firm is disinvesting in their favorite product, 
they may reduce the time they invest in the brand community.  
Most salient for my ability to make a novel and important contribution to the brand 
community literature, Figures 3.1A and 3.1B do not capture a representation of brand community 
conflict. However, my model (Figure 3.1C) specifically highlights the potential conflict that may 
emerge in brand community (illustrated by the inclusion of the red prohibition signs). Consistent 
with this consumer-centric aspect, the conflicts I discuss emerge from consumers’ perceptions of 
conflict, rather than from those stemming from within the organization. Scholars may argue that 
a brand community model is sufficient without such emphasis on tensions, because prior 
conceptualizations include relationships, and relationships can be positive as well as strained. 
However, I contend that a visual representation that highlights potential conflict in this social 
context is important in brand community scholarship. Currently, much research alludes to 
tensions within these communities, but does not explicate how conflict manifests and operates. 
In fact, when Muñiz and O’Guinn (2001) introduce the construct in their seminal paper, they 
recognize conflict as inherent within the brand community, commenting on their data stating, 
“…the marketer is often regarded as having too much say in the brand’s future. The brand’s very 
ownership is contested” (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001, 424). The authors later identify “the social 
negotiation between marketer and consumer in constructing a brand’s meaning” (Muñiz and 
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O’Guinn 2001, 424). As mentioned, these authors also describe the issue of legitimacy in this 
context, urging consumers to work continuously to differentiate true members from marginal 
members (Muñiz and O’Guinn 2001). This process of identifying legitimacy alludes to the 
tensions that can arise among consumers in these social marketspaces. Consequently, I develop 
Muñiz and O’Guinn’s insights to counterbalance the attention allocated to positive consumer 
experiences that have been focal for scholars of this construct, shedding light on how consumers 
navigate unfavorable brand community experiences ridden with tension.  
My empirical findings that follow mirror the research questions I originally pose on p. 20, 
which are: 1) “What is brand community conflict and what are its sources?” and 2) “How do 
consumers react to such conflict?” and finally, 3) “How do consumers manage such conflict?”  
Sources of Brand Community Conflict 
I delineate four sources of conflict that emerge from consumers’ perspectives within the 
Bulls’ brand community: 1) apathetic brand management, 2) incompetent product management, 
3) unhealthy organizational culture, and 4) inconsistent firm messaging. Table 3.2 summarizes 
these sources and presents additional supporting data beyond those I offer below. Importantly, 
each source can exist in and emanate from multiple relationships (e.g., focal consumer-firm 
relationship, product-firm relationship, and so on). This is a critical development in formulating 
the consumer-centric brand community model I present in the prior section, as it emphasizes the 
mental and emotional labor consumers must expend to craft narratives about relationships 
beyond their own direct involvement. Also notable is that in this dataset, consumers perceive all 
of these sources of conflict to originate from the firm, often absolving the product, other 
consumers, and the brand of blame for conflict.  
 
 104 
 
TABLE 3.2: Sources of Brand Community Conflict 
Source of Brand 
Community 
Conflict 
Apathetic Brand 
Management 
Incompetent Product 
Management 
Unhealthy Organizational Culture  Inconsistent Firm 
Messaging   
Definition & 
Characterization 
 Characterized by 
perceived apathetic brand 
management; e.g., 
consumers’ perceptions 
that the firm is not 
concerned with brand 
performance 
 Consumers’ belief the 
team is not managed 
properly due to the 
upper management’s 
lack of skill, such that 
the team performs 
consistently poorly 
 Consumers’ perceptions of the 
firm’s detrimental cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral 
activities that members engage in 
(e.g., owner, managers, players, 
coaches) 
 Includes consumers’ perceptions 
of the firm being too risk averse 
and inflexible 
 Consumers’ 
detection of the 
firm’s 
contradictory, 
sometimes 
incoherent, 
messages 
regarding the 
Bulls’ current 
and future status 
Manifestations 
among 
Consumers 
 Consumers perceive the 
firm prioritizes other firm 
interests over the 
brand/product 
o Profit margins  
o The Chicago White 
Sox (another 
business the Bulls’ 
owner operates) 
 Repeated poor 
performances by the 
team 
 Repeated poor 
decisions made by 
management (how 
the player roster is 
designed) 
 Unreasonable firm loyalty to 
incompetent managers 
 Inappropriate behavior among 
managers/players (e.g., physical 
altercations, rumors of 
management spying on the team, 
and so on) 
 Management blaming 
underperformance on coaches 
and players 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Irrelevant 
marketing 
communications 
 Public firm 
statements that 
contradict firm 
behavior 
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TABLE 3.2 (cont.) 
Empirical 
Evidence 
 
*Unnamed 
excerpts are 
consumers’ 
comments posted 
on the Official 
Chicago Bulls 
Facebook page 
 Cameron: “[Managers] 
just care about getting 
money…to milk it 
out….to see how long 
they can keep their jobs.” 
 
 Rick: “…how dare you 
[the Bulls firm] fucking 
charge 80 dollars a ticket 
to go see your team lose. 
No…to keep me in your 
seats…sell… cheaper.” 
 
 “50% off [tickets]? Are 
[yo]u kidding? With this 
garbage dump of a 
team[,] I wouldn’t go see 
them if you gave the 
tickets away. Put a team 
on the court instead of a 
trash heap then I’ll go...”  
 
 “Pax i lost all respect for 
you bro. Yeah you helped 
us win rings in the past 
but you can care [less] 
about taking this team to 
the promised land again. 
You need to go…” 
 
 “I love the bulls, that's 
my team. But do 
[P]axson and Forman do? 
…pissed off” 
 Santino: “[managers 
are] not putting out a 
good product on the 
court and…it’s not 
the players and 
coaches fault.” 
 
 Joey: “I don't really 
want to watch the 
Bulls until those 
jokers [managers are] 
out of there.”  
 
 “…world[‘s] most 
garbage sport 
organization.....decide 
to tank and DONT 
EVEN KNOW HOW 
TO TANK 
RIGHT!!!!!!!...” 
 
 “This dysfunctional 
organization hasn’t a 
clue…. Terribly run 
rebuild by the 2 front 
office bozos.” 
 
 “Chicago Bulls are 
Ran by garbage 
management, they 
suck period. I see no 
future with this 
roster, one horrible 
trade after another...” 
 Kenneth: “…the only reason 
they've [two upper managers] had 
their jobs…is because there's 
some sort of ‘old boys club’ at 
the Bulls where they're…friends 
with the owner, and…they fulfill 
the owner’s wants, …to make the 
team profitable…. if teams 
underperform consistently, 
especially for as long as the Bulls 
have, (so basically six years 
now), those guys would be fired.”  
 
 Santino: “…that show[s] how 
much the disconnect between the 
fan base and front office is….the 
majority of the fan base doesn’t 
have a problem with the players. 
A lot of us do have a problem 
with the front office…because 
Reinsdorf is too loyal to fire 
Forman and Paxson….” 
 
 Joey: “Instead of taking blame 
and saying, ‘Hey, it's my fault. I 
made the wrong hire.’ He's like, 
‘Oh, we did a lot of 
researching…he’s this great 
communicator….’ now you fired 
him…and…saying his main 
weakness is he doesn't 
communicate. Well whose fault 
is it? ....is it because maybe you 
didn't evaluate properly?” 
 “Alright I give 
up[.] all this 
hype [and] when 
I saw 5 [points] 
per game..I 
didn't bothered 
watching it.. 
Too much hype 
for nothing..” 
 
 “Why are we 
showing 
highlights of 
players who are 
gonna be out of 
the league…. 
they're garbage” 
 
 “I love all the 
Bulls highlights.  
I noticed one 
thing though.  
They never 
show the final 
score....  Hot 
garbage.” 
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After detailing the sources of conflict, and how they manifest as various disagreements and/or 
incompatibilities, I delineate how consumers cognitively and emotionally react to each. I 
conclude the findings section by detailing the particular conflict management strategies 
consumers utilize, extending prior conceptualizations.  
Apathetic Brand Management.     An interesting construct emerges from the data relating 
to how consumers perceive a firm values its own brand. Specifically, Bulls fans believe the 
sports franchise is actually indifferent to the brand, illuminating a construct that I term 
“perceived apathetic brand management.” In the psychological literature, “apathy is defined as 
diminished motivation not attributable to decreased level of consciousness, cognitive 
impairment, or emotional distress” (Levy et al. 1998). I therefore define perceived apathetic 
brand management as the consumer belief that a corporate institution experiences diminished 
motivation regarding the degree it wants and chooses to enhance its brand status in the industry, 
and its commercial success. There is abundant research on consumers’ attitudes toward brands in 
marketing and economics, and scholars even investigate instances of consumer indifference 
(Thurstone 1931; Tyebjee 1979). Firms’ valuations of their own brands, however, are less 
studied, and this is the first study to the author’s knowledge to consider a firm’s apathy toward 
its own brand from the perspective of its consumers.  Nevertheless, it is likely that not all brands 
in a firm’s stable may not be valued equally—or even greatly—by investors, or even the firm 
itself.  My informant Santino illustrates this belief: “Our front office [management] really 
doesn’t care about the Bulls at all....They genuinely don’t care about the product they put out 
onto the court and that’s why you have the mess that the Bulls are in right now.” Cameron 
projects this same belief onto other fans saying, “I think that’s how most people view it. No one 
thinks that [the managers] care about the Bulls.”  
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 Informants articulate different lay theories to understand why the franchise seems to care 
so little about the progress of this formerly (and some would argue, still) world-renowned brand. 
Two that surface in the dataset are the belief that managers are only concerned with profits, and 
the suspicion that the Bulls’ owner Jerry Reinsdorf prioritizes another brand in his portfolio—
specifically, another sports franchise he owns. To explain perceived apathetic brand 
management, many consumers simply accuse the firm of greed—defined as an exceeding desire 
for something that is often characterized by selfishness (Seuntjens et al. 2014). As Foldvary 
(1998) notes, individuals’ greedy behavior manifests often at the expense of the rest of the (less 
greedy) population. Although greed can be positive in some instances (e.g., if greed motivates 
upper management to strive for basketball success; Seuntjens et al. 2014), my informants believe 
the firm’s greed for profit is being pursued at the expense of developing a quality entertainment 
product for fans.  
Consumers witness and interpret a variety of factors to support their accusation that the 
Bulls management team exhibits self-interested greed. Informants indicate the most blatant 
indicators are the price-point the firm sets for various Bulls’ offerings, and the current product 
quality of the team. Both interview and social media data suggest consumers believe prices for 
Bulls’ tickets and merchandise are too high relative to the product (i.e., team performance) being 
delivered. One informant expresses his opinions regarding the perceived illogical price-product 
relationship, stating, “Management is garbage. Tickets are overpriced for a mediocre 
performance.” 
When this product utility/price relationship is determined as unbalanced (Lassar, Mittal, 
and Sharma 1995), consumers interpret high prices to conclude the firm is solely concerned with 
profits to the detriment of delivering sufficient product quality and rewarding fan experiences. 
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As these costs appear to increase, dissatisfied consumers become more sensitive to price and 
increasingly suspicious that the franchise is exhibiting apathetic brand management. A fan 
comments on the official Bulls’ Facebook page stating, “GarPax [an abbreviated term to refer to 
President of Basketball Operations Gar Forman and General Manager John Paxson] want us to 
think they care about winning but really they want our money while they backseat drive this 
organization into the ground.” This comment succinctly links the profit interests and the 
marketer brand apathy that consumers perceive.  
Another consumer lay theory to explain marketer brand apathy seems supported by fans 
who invest more time and effort in following Bulls-related stories. Salvador and others explicate 
the belief that “Reinsdorf, uses cash from the Bulls [profits] on the White Sox,” the Chicago 
baseball team he also owns. Santino explains, “He doesn’t care about the Bulls as much as he 
does the White Sox. He doesn’t really give a shit. He’s making money from the Bulls and he’s 
taking that money to invest in his White Sox.” When asked how he came to this conclusion, 
Santino references his sources as “random beat reporters like Neil Funk and Stacy King - 
announcers who have been around the organization for forever will drop random tidbits about 
[the owner] and you can kind of piece together what he does.” 
In conclusion, my data offer support for a new and emergent construct—perceived 
apathetic brand management—that contributes to informants’ explanations of why a corporation 
might neglect its own brand and product. Consumers’ observations of (perceived) nonsensical 
pricing, and news reports about ulterior business interests, lead fans to conclude that marketer 
brand apathy stems from either outright financial greed, or a desire to devote resources to other 
business interests. . The indifference the Bulls brand management team displays also influences 
fans to believe the firm is inattentive to fan experiences. After alluding to this point, Cameron 
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responds to a clarification question, “They don’t care about the fans?” stating, “Yeah, I think 
they just put up a front. They just like the fans because they pay the money, but if they didn’t pay 
the money and they were held accountable for what they do, then I don’t think they would care 
as much.” Consequently, this source of conflict is characterized by the firm’s disregard for 
consumers’ value of the brand. As I will demonstrate, this characterization may describe other 
perceived sources of brand community conflict as well.  
 Incompetent Product Management.     This source of conflict pertains to consumers’ lack 
of confidence in the firm’s “know-how” regarding how to execute a successful product 
performance strategy. It emerges mostly in fans’ assessment of the Chicago Bulls’ team 
performance throughout the basketball season. Organizational competence is characterized by 
three dimensions: knowledge, know-how, and attitude (Durand 1998). Consumers reasonably 
assume the Bulls’ upper management possess enough information to make sound decisions. 
Some fans also believe the firm is not apathetic toward the brand, and truly does hold positive 
attitudes toward the Bulls’ success. 
I reiterate that the Bulls “product” refers to the coaches and the individual athletes that 
comprise the team, and consequently, their collective/individual performance on the court. As 
fans have witnessed substandard performances in recent years, accusations of incompetent 
management are frequent. A Facebook user comments on a particular poor performance and 
quickly assigns blame to the Bulls’ general manager (or “GM” in his post) for the loss, “Up by 
20 not once but twice and still lose the game... That is pathetic, hmmm maybe just maybe if the 
bulls had a GM that KNOWS HOW TO BUILD A TEAM WE AS FAN[S] WOULDN'T BE 
DISAPPOINTED…”  
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This conflict involves more than the social-media poster’s disappointment with subpar 
product quality; it also pertains to consumers’ disagreement with how the product is 
designed/managed. When these expectations are unmet, the focal consumer develops 
disagreements/incompatibilities with both the nature of the team and the managers responsible 
for this product. Fans therefore speak directly to how the firm manages the product. Rick notes, 
“I mean if you look at everything that happened to that team towards the end, like you know he 
[a Bulls’ coach] lost a good portion of his team due to poor management.” When the Bulls do 
succeed, Joey refrains from crediting the franchise stating, “I feel like the moves that have been 
great for the Bulls haven't been because of the management.”  
Cameron extends the points above, discussing how the potential for team product 
improvement is limited “…because [the firm] made so many bad decisions, a lot of [star athletes] 
don’t want to come to Chicago…we had a lot of opportunities of [recruiting] people.” Pertaining 
more to the managers’ willingness to invest in a better product, Trey claims “people don’t want 
to come and play for the Bulls…. [the managers] don’t want to pay nobody. I don’t saw nobody 
with a big contract in a long time with the Bulls organization….That’s a minimum wage NBA 
job.” All of these informants believe the Bulls’ franchise should do more to invest in their team 
product.  
Importantly, this source of conflict is independent of indifferent brand management, as 
perceived apathetic brand management implies an unconcerned corporate attitude toward the 
team’s success. Some fans believe upper management does care about the Bulls’ basketball 
performance, but simply cannot manage the team successfully. Though poor performance 
typifies this source of conflict, consumers also identify other indicators of incompetence 
pertaining to processes of poor product management. The Bulls context is conducive to studying 
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these product development processes as team management decisions are often made public (e.g., 
hiring/firing information, players’ salaries, and so on), and because consumers passionately 
accuse franchise decisions to be wrong.   
Unhealthy Organizational Culture.     Consumers identifying this source of conflict 
describe the Bulls’ culture as disrespectful, unaccountable, and closeminded. My informants do 
not merely garner this information through the Bulls’ communication efforts. Rather, they 
develop these negative perceptions utilizing multiple sources of information, including Bulls’ 
communications, general sports media, other fans, and their own judgements. As a theoretical 
construct, organizational culture describes a set of shared values, beliefs, assumptions, and 
practices that shape and guide members’ attitudes and behavior in the organization (Davis 1984). 
Interviews highlight the importance of behavioral conduct within the Bulls organization, 
including consumers’ scrutiny of how the upper management, coaches, and the team treat one 
another. Moreover, Rahim’s (2002) conflict management theory emphasizes a particular feature 
of an unhealthy organizational culture that pertains to both unaccountability and inflexibility. 
Specifically, he highlights the importance of organizational defensive routines, practices and 
procedures employees enact that help them avoid negative attention, preventing them from 
“examining the nature and causes of that embarrassment or threat” (Rahim 2002, 213). This 
construct is particularly relevant for consumers’ detection of Bulls managers using others as 
scapegoats. Finally, related to closemindedness, extant research suggests organizational 
defensive routines inhibit employees’ ability to accurately formulate a problem, and as a result, 
“…old policies, procedures, and practices continue to be followed although they may have been 
rendered ineffective due to changes in the external environment” (Rahim 2002, 214).  
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Organizational scholars contend that an organization’s values can be partially understood 
by observing how a firm treats its employees (O’Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell 1991). Both 
interviewees and fans who post on the Bulls’ Facebook page discuss how instances of disrespect 
permeate the firm’s culture. When the Chicago Bulls Facebook page posts a Michael Jordan 
tribute video, one person comments, “And the owner still don't have respect for him!!!” For fans 
to believe the Bulls owner does not respect Michael Jordan (often hailed as the best basketball 
player of all time, especially among Bulls fans) is a severe claim.  
The perception that the firm does not respect the team product becomes exacerbated with 
a dramatic suspicion of corporate spying on the players. Salvador explains the theory, “I 
remember seeing a headline that management had put a snitch in the locker room….That 
[someone] moved from a front office job to become an assistant coach. Supposedly they were 
giving management information on the players….” A Facebook user expresses this suspicion 
more boldly, stating, “GET RID OF GAR FORMAN AND REPLACE HIM WITH A GM 
THAT KNOWS BASKETBALL… Not some ASSCLOWN that's spying on the team...” In 
addition to the firm not respecting the team, consumers collect evidence to argue the team does 
not respect its own members. One notorious fight between two Bulls players during practice 
resulted in one being out for several games with a broken nose. One Facebook user even 
publishes a post about how authority is not respected when discussing a former Bulls’ coach, 
“Wors[t] coach ever. Players don't respect him…” 
 Beyond indications of disrespect that seemingly permeate throughout the organization, 
fans accuse the Bulls franchise of using scapegoats to explain poor performance. A scapegoat 
refers to a person or group that “serves as a receptacle for projections of unacceptable impulses 
and blame” (Eagle and Newton 1981, 283-284). Importantly, Eagle and Newton (1981) mention 
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scapegoats represent the conflicts of a social collective. In this context, the product itself is the 
scapegoat, with managers blaming coaches and unruly players for poor basketball performance. 
Harold states the managers “realize their mistakes and they try to cover it up” from fans. 
Cameron is more specific, speaking about the hiring (and firing) of a recent coach, stating, “I 
think the management also fucked up by pick[ing] him and then they try to fire him now. I don’t 
really like him that much, but I feel like…he’s kind of set up for failure and now they’re just 
using him as a scapegoat.” 
Another fan on social media also refers to this issue of blame, stating: “Interesting how 
Paxson is blaming Hoiberg for how he isn’t a good enough leader and then blaming Gar for 
hamstringing them with bad contracts.” In addition to upper management blaming each other and 
the coaches, Salvador also observes the sports franchise blaming specific players for poor team 
performance, referencing “all these bad articles about management talking bad about the players 
they just traded.” Contradicting the effectiveness of blaming coaches, players (and even 
managers) in the sport of professional baseball, Gamson and Scotch (1964) state that 
scapegoating is simply “…a convenient, anxiety-reducing act…. [and] real improvement can 
come only through long-range organizational decisions.” 
 This source of conflict aligns closely with issues of honesty, firm/product engagement, 
and accountability. Barry believes that rather than using misleading promotional 
communications and blaming players, Bulls’ upper management should hold themselves more 
accountable and improve their communications with fans:  
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You hear them in interviews and they’re [upper management employees] 
defensive because they see these billboards [advocating the firing of two upper 
management employees] and they know [fans] are mad….when they have a 
billboard to fire you, that’s pretty bad….They know what mistakes they made. 
They need to own it but they’ll always try to defend their moves. But sometimes 
you got to say ‘We made a mistake here….’ Don’t be defensive….and don’t look 
defensive - you could feel it when Paxson talks—they’re a little afraid….They 
really just [need to] give a better perception that [they’re] trying….some people, 
they have it, and some people, they don’t. And I don’t feel like they got it. I don’t 
feel like they understand.  
Similar to other informants, research on organizational behavior actually supports Barry’s 
opinions about accountability. Specifically, extant literature avers that to support organizational 
long-term effectiveness, conflict management requires employees to “take responsibility for their 
errors and not blame others for their mistakes or incompetence” (Rahim 2002, 227). 
 In addition to noticing concrete disrespectful behaviors, fans describe a pattern of 
closeminded behaviors enacted by the organization as a manifestation of this conflict. For 
example, multiple informants refer to the owner’s illogical loyalty to two upper management 
employees mentioned earlier, John Paxson and Gar Forman. Santino describes his impressions, 
stating, “[Reinsdorf is] also too loyal of a person to fire Gar Forman and John Paxson because 
they’re ‘yes men.’ Whenever he wants something, they listen to him, and he likes that. He likes 
that people suck up to him….”  
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 Another criticism of the organization at the abstract level pertaining to their rigidity 
relates to the upper management’s decisions. When I asked Kenneth, “How do you see the 
culture of the Bulls, of the organization itself?” He responds,  
Some organizations in the NBA are very progressive and forward 
thinking….teams constantly striving to innovate to make the best on-court 
product possible. The Bulls are the opposite of that. The Bulls seem very 
regressive in their thinking….still stuck in these very old school ways of team 
building, and they don't really seem to embrace risks, or the shifting stance of the 
league in terms of what is the most optimal way to play. So I would say old-
school, conservative, and definitely more about steady income and making money 
for Reinsdorf rather than winning championships.  
Thus, consumers identify both concrete, specific behaviors/events and abstract 
perceptions of the firm’s culture as sources of brand community conflict.  Interestingly, my 
informants’ references to the negative impact of the Bulls’ inflexible organizational practices are 
consistent with extant research. Specifically, to manage conflict in such a manner as to support 
organizational learning and long-term effectiveness, organizations must nurture “cultures which 
support experimentation, risk taking, openness, diverse viewpoints, continuous questioning, and 
sharing of information and knowledge” (Rahim 2002, 227).  
 Inconsistent Firm Messaging.     Another source of brand community conflict pertains to 
the Bulls’ communication efforts from both the franchise and the team. My data indicate that 
inconsistent firm messaging manifests as the following: selling false hopes, players not 
promoting the team, irrelevant marketing communications, firm statements to the public that 
contradict firm behavior, and management attributing product underperformance to coaches and 
 116 
 
players. Rick refers back to the loyal fan base about why the organization is able to promote 
unrealistic expectations. He claims,  
…because they have a lot of leniency with the fans… [the Bulls’ managers] know 
they could have three years to [screw around] and then come back and be like 
‘Hey, look who we got. This kid is coming out of college. He could do a front flip 
and dunk.’….it’s just some bullshit….they’ve done too much hyping up of the 
next up-and-coming college star. We don’t need that anymore. 
Expanding on the notion of the “next star,” Rick recognizes these prospects do not 
support the fans’ hopes either. When asked about the type of posts he sees regarding the Chicago 
Bulls, he recalls one where he asked himself, “What type of bullshit is this?” He proceeds to 
show me a short video clip posted on the official Chicago Bulls Facebook page, depicting a 
player walking past reporters and ignoring questions. Rick states,  
Imagine, he didn’t want to talk to the media and he’s supposed to be the next up-
and-coming thing. Dude, you should be out there getting these fans to jump on the 
bandwagon, get a rally going—but they don’t give a shit. They’re just getting paid 
and that’s how they look at it. 
When I asked Kenneth about how he perceives the Bulls’ promotional efforts on social 
media, he responds,  
Pretty negatively. Because if you just looked at how the Bulls market themselves, 
you would have no idea they sucked. But as someone who sees both that and 
they're on-court products, I can see the contradiction between the two. And that 
makes me feel like, ‘Oh, man, this is such bullshit. Can we just stop hyping up 
these players when you can’t win 15 games in a season?’ 
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Santino refers to the firm’s overselling promotional efforts as “promises that they can’t 
fulfill….” A fan on the Bulls’ Facebook page responds to an overselling highlight replay, 
contrasting the positive video clip to the overall current state of the team, stating, “Quit posting 
this garbage. Means nothing when they lose every game.” In fact, fans often believe Bulls’ 
promotional efforts are simply untrue, and sometimes they can prove it by referencing the firm’s 
decisions. A fan posts online, “The same front office that claimed they wanted to 'get younger' 
last year but went and overpaid for two [older] past-their-prime players just to sell tickets.” In 
addition to “overselling” the present, the Bulls Facebook page often refers to the team’s great 
past successes. However, some fans respond negatively, with one posting: 
Have been a fan of Chicago Bulls and MJ since my high school days till now. 
However, it makes me really irritated that Chicago Bulls [Facebook account] 
keep[s] posting the glorious times of Bulls….stop living in the past and move 
forward to develop the new and young players…rather than playing these videos 
of past fame. 
These “overselling” firm communications not only highlight the negative reality of current 
product quality, but also appear to consumers to insult their intelligence. Moreover, players 
uninterested in interacting with fans via media leads to fans believing the players (and the firm) 
do not value the product or the fan experience.  
Summarizing the Sources of Brand Community Conflict 
In summary, I identify four sources of brand community conflict: 1) apathetic brand 
management, 2) incompetent product management, 3) unhealthy organizational culture, and 4) 
inconsistent firm messaging. Importantly, consumers perceive that all emerge from the firm, and 
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provoke cognitive and emotional reactions among them (discussed below). After reacting, 
consumers make conscious decisions about how they will behave.  
Consumers’ Reactions to Brand Community Conflict 
My second research question explores how consumers react to brand community conflict. 
I classify this portion of my findings into two parts: emotional and cognitive reactions. 
Importantly, I do not claim to offer an exhaustive list of these reactions, but instead, I highlight 
those that are prevalent in my dataset to offer a fundamental understanding of how conflict 
influences consumers’ brand community experiences. Table 3.3 outlines the reactions I identify, 
and offers supportive evidence for each.  
Consumers’ Emotional Reactions to Brand Community Conflict 
 Frustration.     Frustration is the emotion one experiences after an undermining force 
thwarts a desired goal (Berkowitz 1989). It aligns with aggression and irritability (Berkowitz 
1989). Given the various sources of conflict that emerge, fans express frustration toward multiple 
brand community elements, primarily targeting the firm and the team. These consumers 
frequently refer to how poorly the Bulls team is performing as they illustrate their frustration 
with the declining product quality in the past several years. For example, one fan poses the 
question on the Chicago Bulls’ Facebook page, “Why are we always losing? It's frustrating.” 
Joey, an informant, describes what it is like to watch the Bulls play on TV stating, “More often 
than not, it gets a little frustrating after watching like five minutes,” telling himself, “Alright, 
enough of this.” 
Consumer Brand Apathy.     Just as consumers perceive the firm to be apathetic toward 
the Bulls’ brand, some consumers themselves seem to be losing interest in consuming the Bulls’ 
product offerings. Evidence for this assertion stems from discussions of how they find  
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        TABLE 3.3: Cognitive and Emotional Consumer Reactions to Brand Community Conflict 
Emotional Consumer Reactions  
Frustration Disappointment Consumer Brand Apathy 
 “The Bulls are such a 
frustrating team this year. 
Yet another subpar 
performance against a losing 
team.” 
 
 “The Sixers. They had 
problems with the Sixers. 
This Bulls team is so 
frustrating.” 
 
 “Long time Bulls fan but this 
team is so undisciplined, it's 
getting frustrating!!!” 
 
  “Been a Bulls fan for a longtime and so 
disappointing to see how far down they have 
fallen.” 
 
 “3 losses in a row...we...your fans are 
disappointed ...” 
 “Hope the front office is happy….I can't stand to 
watch this Bulls team.  Very disappointing!” 
 “[shake my head.] bulls disappointed me, playing 
like you don[‘]t even care...[I’m going to] have to 
find a new favorite team” 
 Terry: “I’ll never give up but I’ll lose 
a lot of interest.” 
 “I don't bother watching the bulls 
anymore. Please clean house.” 
 “If we're tanking just don't bother with 
highlights who cares really.”  
 “Thanks but no thanks. i won[’]t 
bother watching my [Bulls] next year 
if no major changes will be made!” 
Cognitive Consumer Reactions 
Stereotyping Consumer Groups Distrust 
 “All you fans that are remaining positive and optimistic: I can appreciate you trying. But 
enough is enough.”  
 
 “This team is garbage they have no shot at doing anything if you feel good about that 
then you're just a loser who probably…thinks participation trophies are a good thing” 
 
 “It's sad…how many people believe that the bulls being in the playoffs is a good thing. 
That goes to show you that…as long as [the front office] keep putting garbage on the 
court[,] you guys will pay….Come on people as long as you guys support this garbage 
they will continue taking your money and laughing at you.” 
 
 There is a clear consensus within these comments. If the powers that be are reading, 
TAKE NOTE!!! Please do something, just listen to the garbage being spewed. 
 Barry: “[fans are] starting to lose trust 
more and more…. It's great that people 
are putting up a billboard against 
management” 
 “Really can't trust Fred at the helm...” 
 “It doesn't matter…I don't trust this 
front office to make the right 
decision…” 
 “PaxGar are the reason the Bulls are in 
the situation they are in!  I don’t trust or 
believe the right moves will occur…” 
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themselves watching games with less frequency. Joey discusses his decline in interest, referring 
to Derrick Rose, a former Bulls player who helped the team succeed. He describes his 
involvement with the team performance stating, “When they got D. Rose, I was really excited 
again…. and now…. I still pay attention to them, still want them to do well, still cheer for them, 
but not quite a level that I was five years ago, six years ago.”  
Joey continues to discuss how his information source for sports ignores Bulls’ news, 
projecting other fans’ apathy toward the Bulls as well. He states “…if I'm turning on The Jump 
about NBA on ESPN, they're talking about the teams that matter…because that's what the entire 
nation wants to know. No one wants to hear about the Bulls.” Here, Joey implies that the Bulls 
do not matter to most people. Many fans from my social-media data set support his intuition: 
they publish posts such as “…who cares anymore, they are throwing the season for maybe a 
good draft pick…” and “Who cares bulls suck.”  
Disappointment.     Disappointment refers to the emotion one experiences after an 
expectation is left unmet (Inman, Dyer, and Jia 1997). Research in consumer behavior 
demonstrates that disappointment influences dissatisfaction, increasing the likelihood of 
consumers complaining and spreading negative word-of-mouth (Inman, Dyer, and Jia 1997; 
Zeelenberg and Pieters 1999). Consumers’ expectations of the Bulls’ product quality (and how 
the product is managed) results in disagreements that exist in both the focal consumer/product 
relationship as well as the focal consumer/firm one. Consequently, the informants in my dataset 
express their disappointment in the team and the franchise management. For example, Trey, a 
middle-aged man and long-term Bulls fan, states:  
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…You want the organization to put out a product you can be proud of, that you 
can cheer for. I would love to be able to be watching the Bulls, have the garage 
decked out in Bulls attire, and be able to watch the game, [but] I don’t see that 
product coming soon. They [the Bulls franchise] tell us to be patient, but patience 
can only last a lifetime. 
Here, Trey communicates his desire to support a successful team and even create his own 
consumption space to watch Bulls games, but this expectation is left unmet due to the poor 
product quality. Another fan expresses his disappointment in the team on the Bulls’ Facebook 
page, explicitly stating, “Really digging the highlights and the progression ... and at the same 
time it's disappointing watching highlights where we're down by 30-40 points. Let’s get it 
together team!” Regarding the management, a fan publishes his Facebook comment 
“#DiehardBullsFan I am indeed but very[,] very disappointed in the Bulls front office for failing 
us die hard Bulls fans again…” Representative of my dataset, all of these excerpts converge to 
illustrate fans’ disappointment in both the firm and the team.  
Consumers’ Cognitive Reactions to Brand Community Conflict 
 In this section I unpack consumers’ cognitive reactions to conflict within the brand 
community. Moving beyond how conflict can influence consumers’ emotions, I explore how it 
can shape consumers’ thinking, specifically influencing how consumers conceptualize other fans 
and the franchise.  
Stereotyping Consumer Groups.     As conflict in the Bulls’ brand community becomes 
more pervasive, my data suggest an interesting emergent phenomenon. Specifically, in many 
excerpts revealing conflict, focal consumers differentiate themselves from other fans, 
conceptually emplacing them in various social categories—or put simply, stereotyping them. A 
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stereotype refers to one’s beliefs about another person, involving assumed generalizations about 
this person’s characteristics based on the group in which he or she seems to belong (Cauthen, 
Robinson, and Krauss 1971). I offer evidence to suggest that brand community conflict can 
motivate consumers to stereotype other consumers within their own community, typifying and 
criticizing other consumers’ expressions of their brand loyalty.  
Andy expresses his annoyance with other fans regarding their loyalties to the Bulls. He 
states, “…people say they’re Bulls fans….Sometimes, they’re like, ‘Oh, I’m a big Bulls fan,’ but 
it turns out that they’re not, they just barely know the team and that’s why they say they’re a 
Bulls fan…. that kind of bugs me a little bit.” In addition to his disapproval of casual fans, Andy 
also stereotypes Bulls fans who believe they are knowledgeable enough to voice opinions online. 
Specifically, he targets those he disagrees with, questioning their intellectual capabilities, stating 
“When it’s a really dumb comment…I’m like, ‘This guy’s not even worth the time.’ 
Sometimes…I have to throw in my perspective. Sometimes…these people just don’t see logic.” 
Another common theme regarding fan-to-fan stereotyping is detrimental naivety—that is, 
naivety among the fan base that ultimately results in damaging the brand. Thus, my informants 
often emplace other fans who continue to patronize the Bulls into a social category that he 
defines by their ignorance. Rick elaborates on why the Bulls’ franchise is able to exploit fans 
(different than himself) stating “The Bulls could lose the next ten games and the United Center 
[the Bulls’ arena] will have fans in there….that will always be a generator of money for them.” 
Pertaining to issues of consumer legitimacy (e.g., motorcycle riders in the Harley Davidson 
brand community; Schouten and McAlexander 1995), another fan differentiates between “True 
fans” and others (seemingly “fake” fans). He describes how true fans should navigate the 
 123 
 
conflict, stating, “I have not attended a Bulls game since [the] Thibs firing. I say True fans 
#BOYCOTTBULLSGAMES…” 
Distrust.     Trustworthiness can be defined as “the confidence a consumer places in the 
firm and the firm’s communications, and as to whether the firm’s actions would be in the 
consumer’s interest” (Lassar, Mittal, Sharma 1995, 13). Johnson and Grayson (2005) describe 
the differences between cognitive trust and affective trust. I include this section under “cognitive 
reactions” because many consumers’ expressions of distrust relate to competency (as reflected in 
their perception of incompetent product management) and reliability (as reflected in their 
detection of inconsistent firm messaging). Cognitive trust relates to a consumer’s confidence in a 
firm’s competence and reliability, characterized by the degree he or she can make predictions 
using accumulated knowledge. Alternatively, affective trust describes the confidence consumers 
place in a firm based on the feelings they experience; these feelings are generated by consumers’ 
perceptions of the degree to which the firm cares for them (Johnson and Grayson 2005). My data 
suggest both types of trust in the Bulls’ franchise are very low at this time, evidenced by many 
social media posts explicitly referring to trust.  
This issue of trustworthiness is important, as consumers’ trust in a firm is a factor used to 
measure brand equity (Lassar, Mittal, Sharma 1995). According to my dataset, fans seem to 
devalue the Bulls’ brand when they perceive that other fans are losing trust in the franchise. One 
fan’s distrust is so strong he even compartmentalizes the decisions he observes from the brand’s 
management, posting on the Bulls’ Facebook page, “I like the direction but don't trust the 
decision makers.” Rick describes his low trust in the franchise stating, “….[the Bulls’ 
management] just have had too much long of a history of racketeering in there. They’re not 
doing shit to benefit the organization. They’re doing it to benefit their wallets.” Another social-
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media user speaks on behalf of all fans when addressing the Chicago Bulls’ Vice President of 
Basketball Operations, stating, “Paxson we can[‘]t trust your process we've waited too long.” 
Consistent with this fans versus firm differentiation, another poster expresses his opinion more 
vehemently about the team general manager: “As Bulls fans we have no trust[,] no faith in the 
leadership of our GM!” 
Consumers’ Management of Brand Community Conflict  
My final research question pertains to fans’ behavior in the brand community, and asks 
how consumers manage brand community conflict. Before I delineate consumers’ strategies for 
doing so, I discuss the relevance of Rahim’s (2002) conflict management theory to brand 
community conflict. While explaining what aspects of his theory are consistent with my 
research, I will also delineate how my theorization is distinct.  
Rahim’s Theory: Salience to Managing Brand Community Conflict 
An overview of Rahim’s theory is critical, because it directly pertains to the strategies for 
managing brand community conflict that I identify. As I introduce each consumer strategy for 
conflict, I elaborate how aspects of CMT enrich my theorization. Moreover, Table 3.4 
summarizes the five strategies Rahim (2002) delineates. The table cells shaded in gray are the 
three CMT strategies that directly inform my research. Specifically, there are two points that are 
important with respect to my research question in this table: 1) the defining features of CMT 
strategies, and 2) the conditions in which Rahim (2002) theorizes each strategy originates. Both 
of these points facilitate my delineation of the conflict management strategies that emerge in the 
Bulls brand community context. Despite the many advantages of leveraging CMT as a 
theoretical lens to examine brand community conflict, I demonstrate some of its shortcomings in 
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my consumption context. Thus, I illuminate key theoretical distinctions between the strategies I 
uncover in my research and those in CMT.  
 
The following sections in my findings relate to my final research question, which asks 
how consumers management brand community conflict. I demarcate two types of behavioral 
strategies Bulls fans utilize to navigate the tensions within the community: resignation and 
resistance. 
Resignation as a Consumer Strategy to Manage Brand Community Conflict 
 Extant psychological literature uses the term “resignation” to refer to someone’s 
“acceptance of reduced role opportunities and reduced options, and a sense of futility in trying to 
alter restrictive conditions” (Fried 1982, 12). Resignation is also linked with ignoring stressors 
TABLE 3.4: Rahim’s (2002) Conflict Management Strategies 
Conflict Management Strategy Defining Features Complementary 
Environmental Conditions 
Compromising 
(some concern for self and others) 
Mutual sacrifice/mutual benefit Goals of the conflicting parties 
cannot overlap/parties are 
equally powerful and cannot 
reach a consensus 
Integrating 
(high concern for both parties) 
Problem solving/open, honest 
exchanges/resolution-focused 
Complex issue/problem 
cannot be solved alone 
Dominating 
(self-concern > concern for other) 
“Win-lose” orientation/ignores 
other party’s needs 
Issue is important to focal 
party/poor decision made by 
other party can be harmful 
Obliging 
(concern for other > self-concern) 
Deemphasize differences/highlight 
similarities 
Issue is important to other 
party/focal party believes it 
may be wrong/focal party is 
inferior to other party 
Avoiding 
(low concern for both parties) 
Withdrawal from issues/fails to 
address the conflict 
Confrontation may lead to 
dysfunction/issue is trivial 
  *Shaded strategies directly inform the current research 
** The “focal party” in this context refers to the fan, and “other party” refers to the firm. 
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(Rotondo, Carlson, and Kincaid 2003), and with feelings of helplessness and hopelessness (Fried 
1982). Otnes, Lowrey, and Shrum (1997) find brides and grooms adopt resignation as a coping 
strategy when consumers face situations where conflict occurs—e.g., where disagreements or 
incompatibilities emerge. For example, some of their participants opt to prioritize the wishes of 
other important stakeholders (e.g., parents) over their own desires or preferences. In the current 
research context, resignation describes consumers’ acceptance of the current sub-par Bulls 
performance, as they regard themselves as powerless to shape the future of the team. Managing 
brand community conflict in this way also involves consumers deferring to the franchise 
leadership, acknowledging their fan experience does not qualify them to guide a professional 
basketball franchise.  
Consuming-Despite-Conflict.     Despite the many tensions rife in the Bulls’ brand 
community, and despite their experiences of conflict within it, my research identifies many fans 
who continue to purchase Bulls’ tickets and merchandise. These fans are aware the Bulls team is 
doing poorly (e.g., currently ranked 27th out of 30 NBA teams), but they persist in purchasing 
Bulls’ offerings anyway. This conflict management strategy is consistent with obliging (Rahim 
2002), which includes the notion that the focal party (the fan) highlights similarities between 
himself (in this dataset) and the other party (the Bulls brand, team, and franchise). Consistent 
with the theory, fans who consume despite conflict aim to deemphasize the differences in 
opinion as to how the Bulls’ team should operate. I unpack a data excerpt in this section to 
illustrate how the obliging conflict management style informs the consuming-despite-conflict 
strategy. Adam shares the following:  
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As a fan…I feel like I have to have confidence in the office. And I have to trust 
that they're trying to make the best decisions to get the win. Maybe I just don't 
know enough. Maybe I'm just not paying enough attention….Actually for me, 
ignorance is bliss. The less I know about what's happening in the back, the more 
fun it is for me to watch the game. So, when I hear drama in the locker room, or 
that they're firing people or, [they’re] making changes in the office—that kind of 
stuff is obviously important, but I think the best time in basketball is when I’m 
watching basketball… 
Here, Adam expresses many thoughts and emotions that are characteristic of Rahim’s obliging 
strategy (as outlined in Table 3.4). Specifically, he expresses his belief that he must defer to 
professional basketball managers, communicating both the notion that he might be wrong in his 
opinions, and that the Bulls franchise managers are more knowledgeable than him. Moreover, 
Adam willingly ignores the conflicts he learns about to preserve his relationship with the Bulls 
(“ignorance is bliss”). The beliefs Adam (and other consumers) generate actually create the 
defining features of obliging, allowing him to consume Bulls offerings despite the poor product 
quality he acknowledges.  
 Venting.     “Venting may be defined as the unrestrained expression of emotions, ranging 
from mere disclosure of emotional states to outrageous or wildly inappropriate behavior resulting 
from emotions” (Tice and Bratslavsky 2000). Here, it is critical to note that when informants 
vent, they often acknowledge their reduced role in shaping the future of the Bulls team 
(indicative of resignation; Fried 1982).  
Venting emerges on the Bulls Facebook page, as more people choose to leverage social 
media platforms to express emotions (Leung 2013). In addition, offline, an informant recounts a 
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difficult time in the brand community when the Bulls franchise traded a native Chicagoan to 
another team. He describes how he navigated the emotional experience: 
I saw the notification…and I was like ‘Man…fuck, how did we just trade him?’ 
and first thing I did was I messaged my cousin, and I [said] ‘Did you see this shit? 
We fucking traded Derrick Rose.’ …. I kinda just ranted to him. I was like, 
‘Dude, this is so stupid, I’m so mad.’ I’m not gonna lie, I did cry….he was the 
reason I started watching basketball and….He’s not on Chicago’s team anymore. 
Like, ‘What am I gonna do?’…. I cried about it for like a couple minutes…. I 
ranted about it for I think a good half an hour or hour…. texted all my friends…. 
at night is when it got bad because I got on Facebook and people [said] ‘Oh yeah, 
get that bum out of town’…. and I went off on a couple people on Facebook just 
because of the shit they were saying—I was so emotional. 
Unfortunately, despite the shared belief that venting helps dissipate negative emotional states, 
research finds it often is associated with prolonging negative emotions (Straus 1974). 
Consequently, fans’ venting about unfavorable brand community experiences may be 
detrimental for their brand affinities.  
 According to Rahim’s (2002) theory and an earlier typology of conflict management 
styles, venting may be qualified as a “dominating” strategy—meaning he mostly prioritizes his 
own interests over those of others. . Santino describes the dimensions that contribute to a 
situation where dominating is in order (relating to his venting strategy). He includes features 
such as: 1) an unpopular course of action being implemented, 2) an unfavorable decision made 
by the other party (i.e., the firm) may be costly to the focal party (i.e., Santino), and 3) he 
considers the issue to be important. Moreover, the dominating conflict management style 
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describes a situation in where “a party is highly concerned about its own interests and 
unconcerned about the other party’s interests” (Rahim 2002). When venting, Santino is 
unconcerned about the effects he may impose on the Bulls firm or on other fans in the 
community.   
Resistance as a Consumer Strategy to Manage Brand Community Conflict  
Drawing from research on organizations, resistance strategies include two types of 
consumer actions in the context of the Bulls brand community: those intended to mitigate the 
firm’s influence on the team and those that advance fans’ influence on the team. Thus, resistance 
strategies include consumers denouncing the firm, but also include less destructive acts, 
generally referred to as the “withdrawal of cooperation” in organizational contexts (Hodson 
1995). Table 3.5 depicts examples of these less destructive acts in the Bulls context. Moreover, 
the evidence from the Bulls community below affirms extant research that contends “…these 
forms of resistance are attempts to regain dignity…” (Hodson 1995, 80).  
Disinvestment.     After years of experiencing brand community conflict, many 
consumers decrease their patronage of the Bulls’ franchise. This strategy is characterized by two 
conflict management strategies Rahim (2002) delineates: avoiding and dominating. Consumers’ 
decisions to reduce their financial support of the Bulls is ostensibly a withdrawal activity, which 
itself is a defining feature of avoiding. In addition to withdrawing, consumers’ adopt a “win-lose 
orientation” (an orientation that describes dominating; Rahim 2002), hoping their disinvestment 
“wins” them a high performing product via the actual “loss” of upper management employees 
(via their employment termination).  
Trey describes his reluctance to support the franchise financially, despite his desire to do 
so, stating, “I don’t want to buy a [Bulls] ticket. I love my team, I could watch them on TV, but I 
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don’t think I can invest in them. It just doesn’t seem like it would be a good thing for me.” His 
disillusionment with the team quality hinders his ability to financially invest and fully participate 
in the brand community. He elaborates on why he cannot invest in the team, stating, “…. I am 
not happy with the product that you [the Bulls managers] are putting out on the court.” 
Trey’s decision to discontinue his investment in the Bulls’ is not unique. Salvador, a 
young accountant, states “I haven’t really kept up with much of Bulls news as of now ‘cause I’m 
having my own little personal boycott. I try to minimize any way that they can gain revenue from 
my fandom.” He even describes how he avoids mentioning the Bulls name or entering Bulls-
related terms on search engines, if such actions would lead to generating money for the 
franchise.  
I don’t voice out “I’m gonna boycott the Bulls” on Twitter or something…. To 
me, even just saying their name is kind of influencing others to support the Bulls 
or look them up. Even if you Google “Bulls,” the Bulls somehow make…money 
just off of ad revenue. I don’t visit the Bulls team [web]site. At most, I have 
ESPN alerts… I try my best not to click on the articles. 
 Denouncing.     Denouncing refers to a persuasive attempt rooted in the public declaration 
that a particular entity is harmful (Kohama, Inamasu, and Tago 2017). Here, denouncing refers to 
fans publicizing their negative opinions of the firm. Though it is not completely independent 
from venting, this conflict management strategy serves a different function beyond merely 
expressing emotions. In this context, denouncing entails fans’ attempt to convince others to 
adopt negative beliefs, or to engage in specific negative action (e.g., boycotting) to undermine 
the firm’s control over the Bulls team.  Due to the focal fan’s objectives and the disregard for the 
firm, denouncing is characterized by Rahim’s (2002) dominating strategy for conflict 
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management. Informants often denounce the franchise by publicizing their own disinvestment in 
the Bulls. One example of denouncing from this research context involves a fan posting on the 
Bulls’ Facebook page advocating a “call to action” among fans:  
Once again I say fans in Chicago need to boycott to have Gar/Pax/Hoiberg 
fired…. every Chicago bulls fan need to stand outside the United center… and 
boycott. Let your voice be heard and demand they find a way to bring Tibs 
back…. we need to contact the NBA for them to force the owner to sell the team 
to someone who actually cares about basketball. Please [Bulls] fans [pass] this 
comment along until it reaches every bulls fan in Chi Town. Enough is enough. 
We want the heads of Gar/Pax/Fred/the owner… 
This fan blames the coach, upper management, and the owner of the team, seemingly absolving 
the athletes for poor basketball performances. Although the excerpt pertains to the focal fan’s 
disinvestment, he urges others to boycott as well—thus clearly enacting the denouncing strategy. 
This fan details specific boycotting instructions for other fans to regain control of the brand’s 
future. Importantly, he directs readers’ attention to the brand community conflict of apathetic 
brand management, as he implies the owner does not care about the Bulls’ basketball success. 
Another fan denounces the franchise while offering evidence to support his boycotting 
proposition. He posts:  
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This is the same front office that the greatest player in NBA history [Michael 
Jordan] wants no ties with….. The same front office that fired a phenomenal 
coach who took us to the conference finals just because they couldn't 'get along'. 
The same front office that hired an unproven college coach because they needed a 
puppet. The same front office that tried for three years to trade an Olympic gold 
medalist who was top-3 at his position…. It's pathetic and inexcusable….Boycott 
this poor excuse for a franchise or we'll be doomed to mediocrity for another 
decade or more. 
This fan’s denouncement of the Bulls franchise is another clear expression of resistance, and an 
attempt to undermine the firm’s power over the brand. In making his case for denouncing the 
team, he refers to multiple sources of brand community conflict including incompetent product 
management (e.g., firing a “phenomenal coach”) and unhealthy organizational culture (e.g., 
claiming the front office needed a “puppet”). Consequently, as my data demonstrate, consumers 
may not only disinvest in the brand, but also attempt to convince others to do so as well, 
justifying their decision by illuminating the consumer-perceived sources of brand community 
conflict. He also relies on polished rhetorical strategies (e.g., the use of parallel structure by 
repeating “the same front office”) to bolster the persuasive power of his post. Table 3.5 
summarizes all four consumer management strategies for brand community conflict, and 
explicates the linkages with Rahim’s (2002) CMT. 
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TABLE 3.5: Chicago Bulls’ Fan Strategies for  
Brand Community Conflict Management 
Strategy 
Type 
          Resignation        Resistance 
Strategy Consuming-Despite- 
Conflict 
Venting  Denouncing Disinvesting 
Manifestation Choosing to maintain 
their consumption of 
the Bulls’ product 
offerings 
Expressing unrestrained 
emotions with disregard for 
the firm and other fans 
Attempting to persuade other 
fans to stop supporting the 
Bulls’ firm 
Diminishing consumption of the 
Bulls’ product offerings 
Theoretical 
Links to 
Rahim’s 
(2002) 
CMT 
 
 
 
Obliging  
 
 Fan believes he 
may be wrong and 
the firm is more 
knowledgeable. 
 
 Fan perceives the 
firm is more 
powerful. 
 
 The relationship 
with the Bulls 
brand community 
is too important for 
the fan to exit it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dominating  
 
 Issue is important to the 
fan. 
 
 An unfavorable decision 
by the firm is costly to 
the fan. 
 
Dominating  
 
 Issue is important 
to the fan. 
 
 Unpopular course of 
action is implemented. 
 
 Fans perceive firm 
managers as inferior, or as 
Rahim (2002, 219) states, 
“subordinates [who] lack 
expertise to make 
technical decisions.”  
 
Dominating and 
Avoiding  
 
 Issue is important to 
the fan. 
 
 Fan does not agree 
with firm decisions. 
 
 Fan avoids consuming 
Bulls’ product 
offerings. 
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TABLE 3.5 (cont.) 
Supporting 
Evidence 
 
*Unnamed 
excerpts are 
consumers’ 
comments posted 
on the Official 
Chicago Bulls 
Facebook page 
 Harold: “Fans 
know you can’t do 
anything about it, 
and you will see 
what happens, and 
have been stuck.”  
 
 Santino: “… even 
if we’re trash for 
the next hundred 
years. I will never 
not be loyal to the 
Bulls. Ever.”  
 
 Adam: “I’m sure 
[Bulls managers] 
know more 
basketball than I 
do, but it just sucks 
to see some of the 
players I've been 
watching get traded 
away when I 
thought they were 
doing good….” 
 The Bulls continue to suck. 
The Bulls should fire 
Benny the Bull [the 
mascot] right along with 
John Paxson and Gar 
Forman. The organization 
is trash top to bottom hot 
garbage. 
 
 Here's a world's greatest 
fan take for you: You can 
shove your 'great' regular 
season. Have a little 
respect for your fans and 
stop pumping out the same 
garbage every day. #Bulls 
 
 Rick: “It’s literally a 
helpless feeling because 
you can’t do shit. You’re 
just like, ‘Oh my god, are 
you fucking kidding me?’ 
That’s how I feel the last 
few seasons.” 
 “As a 40 years plus Bulls 
fan, I am disappointed with 
the direction that 
management has taken the 
team. Paxson, Gar and 
Hoiberg have all failed 
spectacularly. Change 
should start with their 
dismissal.” 
 
 “Garpax should have the 
fans pick the next coach. 
Could not do worse” 
 
 Kenneth: So I had a blog 
for a while….I did write 
articles about the 
Bulls…something I would 
point to constantly - like, 
‘This is a terrible decision 
the Bulls made. Look how 
incompetent they are.’” 
 Victor: “I don’t know where 
they’re going to move as an 
organization… I stopped 
following all that…. I don’t 
watch as much, I don’t do as 
much research”  
 
 Santino: “…there’s no better 
way to send a message to the 
management to get their shit 
together than to stop going to 
the games, stop lining their 
pockets with money because 
if they realize that people 
don’t want to pay to see the 
trash that they think is okay, 
year after year, then they’ll 
finally get it through their 
head that it’s not...” 
 
 
 
  
 
Rahim’s Conflict Management Strategies vs. Those Emerging in My Data 
 As I leverage Rahim’s (2002) CMT as a theoretical lens, it greatly informs my research, 
especially in facilitating my identification of consumers’ conflict management strategies within 
the brand community context. Specifically, I find three CMT strategies are evident in my data, 
and appear in the way Rahim defined them: 1) obliging, 2) dominating, and 3) avoiding. In Table 
3.5, I explicate how Rahim’s (2002) characterizing conditions of conflict management strategies 
relate to and inform each strategy I present. Importantly, the strategies I offer are distinct in two 
considerable ways beyond merely being embedded in a consumption context (versus an 
organizational context).  
 The first difference between the consumers’ conflict management strategies I delineate 
and those described in CMT pertains to temporality. I find two consumer conflict management 
strategies that are rooted in time: consuming-despite-conflict and disinvestment. Consuming-
despite-conflict is rooted in the past, since this response to brand community conflict is based on 
an individual’s past consumption habits. Thus, in order for a Bulls fan to maintain his level of 
brand community participation, he must first establish a pattern of participation. Alternatively, 
disinvestment in the form of boycotting often relates to a future orientation. Specifically, Bulls 
fans forgo consumption of the franchise’s offerings, hoping that they can someday end the 
boycott and continue consuming Bulls products. Consequently, both of these strategies I uncover 
imply that conflict management encompasses an unexamined temporal dimension worthy of 
investigation. 
 The other meaningful distinction between my research and CMT involves the defining 
features of a conflict management strategy. Specifically, I uncover a consumer strategy that 
qualifies as two strategies according to CMT. Rahim (2002) conceptualizes avoiding conflict as a 
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response that implies the focal party is unconcerned with its interests and those of the other 
party. My data suggest this is not always the case. In my research, I find that consumers use the 
avoiding strategy in CMT as an attempt to dominate. Through boycotting, fans avoid 
consumption of Bulls products with the hope of ultimately “dominating” the brand’s future. This 
implies Rahim’s (2002) strategies are not entirely independent from one another, suggesting 
more research is needed to demarcate further conflict management strategies.  
I now consider the implications of these findings for marketing scholarship and practice.  
DISCUSSION  
In addressing my three research questions, I accomplish the following. First, I delineate 
the theoretical construct of brand community conflict as a means of encouraging scholars’ 
conceptualizations of the brand community to be more nuanced and more inclusive of negative 
consumer experiences in this social context. I find empirical support for the existence of this 
construct, as well as four sources of conflict within the firm-focal consumer relationship: 1) 
apathetic brand management, 2) incompetent product management, 3) unhealthy organizational 
culture, and 4) inconsistent firm messaging. In addition, I uncover patterns of how consumers 
react to and respond to this type of conflict. Unveiling this construct wields important 
implications for practitioners and scholars interested in improving the brand community 
experience.  
Conceptualizing the Construct of Brand Community Conflict   
 Delineating and developing the construct of brand community conflict should serve as a 
catalyst for marketing scholarship and practice in several ways. First, the construct enables and 
encourages scholars to move beyond a myopic view of merely understanding the positive 
consumer experiences within brand communities (e.g., studying brand community practices that 
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enhance brand value and consumers’ brand community experiences; Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould 
2009). My data unveil the many unfavorable events and experiences consumers must face when 
participating in a brand community—and the relationships between such phenomena and their 
impact on harmony, goodwill, and brand attitudes within the community. Counterbalancing the 
study of positive brand community experiences with conflict-ridden ones will develop a more 
complete, holistic understanding of how a brand community operates.  
Thus, my delineation of brand community conflict provides a foundation for other 
marketing scholars to investigate various phenomena, such as how these sources of such conflict 
form, the roles of different community members in creating, resolving, and managing this 
conflict, and how such conflict can impact the firm, the brand, and even the product. Moreover, 
although not a focus in this dissertation, in line with organizational research, delineating this 
conflict in a consumption context can help scholars move toward understanding how brand 
community conflict might actually benefit community members. For example, it may help people 
realize the importance of the brand to the individual’s self -concepts or reexamine the fit between 
his or her values, and that of the community.  
Beyond explicating the construct and its sources, I investigate how consumers react to 
conflict within these marketspaces. I find that brand community conflict influences consumers’ 
emotions and thoughts. I highlight how consumers experience negative emotions such as 
frustration and disappointment, and also discuss how fans may become apathetic toward the 
team. Moreover, I uncover how conflict can shape consumers’ thoughts, influencing their 
perceptions of other fans and the Bulls organization.  
My final research question addresses how consumers navigate brand community conflict. 
I offer two key emergent categories of consumers’ conflict management that emerge:  
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1) resignation strategies and 2) resistance strategies (please refer to Table 3.5). I discuss each 
strategy in depth, highlighting how Rahim’s (2002) conflict management theory enhances our 
understanding of these consumer phenomena by demonstrating conceptual linkages between his 
theorization and my findings. In doing so, I also note important findings that add nuance to the 
theory, demonstrating important distinctions to advance the conceptualization.   
Implications for Rahim’s (2002) Conflict Management Theory in Marketing 
 Disagreement—one defining feature of conflict—is pervasive in the marketplace, 
emerging among consumers, service providers, marketing agents, and other salient stakeholders. 
Evidence (albeit, somewhat minimal) of these seemingly irreconcilable incompatibilities are 
already well documented in consumer behavior research. Schouten and McAlexander (1995) 
discuss tensions among different consumer groups within the Harley Davidson brand community 
as these groups contend for legitimacy. Likewise, Porsche owners disagree on either supporting 
or rebuking the firm’s introduction of an SUV model in the product line (Avery 2010). Even 
among consumers within the same consumer group, mountain climbers compete for authenticity 
(Tumbat and Belk 2010). Despite these examples of clear tensions, consumer researchers have 
yet to utilize a theory pertaining to conflict. Consequently, the current research encourages 
scholars to leverage Rahim’s (2002) perspective.  
 Specifically, Rahim’s (2002) CMT offers the marketing field a clear definition of 
conflict, a fundamental understanding of how it may manifest, and a useful framework 
describing how people manage conflict. Adopting the CMT perspective may help marketing 
scholars direct their attention to the most contentious aspects of interpersonal tensions in the 
marketplace. Utilizing Rahim’s approach is likely to contribute to scholars’ conceptualizations of 
how firms and consumers navigate marketplace tensions. In addition, researchers developing this 
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scholarship are likely to uncover consumer-welfare implications, as my data suggest a variety of 
negative reactions to conflict in a marketplace context.   
Perceived Apathetic Brand Management  
 In addition to introducing brand community conflict, my analysis of my dataset offers 
evidence for another novel construct—namely, perceived apathetic brand management—or 
consumers’ perception that the firm is apathetic toward the success of its own brand (or brands). 
While extant research discusses the various degrees to which consumers value brands (e.g., 
brand loyalty; Tucker 1964), I am unaware of studies that highlight consumers’ belief that 
marketing agents do not care about their own brand. The amount of evidence I provide for this 
construct indicates its potential prevalence—or at least, consumers’ perceptions that it is 
prevalent—in contentious marketspaces, especially when consumers begin to doubt the firm’s 
intentions in supporting its brands. Consequently, consumers may develop lay theories as to why 
they believe the firm is undervaluing a brand. In this research context, Bulls fans believe the firm 
may be indifferent toward the brand because of profit motivations and an owner bias toward 
another business entity Jerry Reinsdorf operates.  
Limitations 
My study delineates the novel theoretical construct of brand community conflict. I 
identify multiple sources of this conflict, mostly pertaining to the focal consumer-firm 
relationship. Importantly, I do not claim to offer an exhaustive list of sources of brand 
community conflict; scholars should study other contexts and units of analysis to identify others.  
Specifically, I acknowledge that moments of conflict may emerge from other relationships 
within brand communities as well (see Table 3.6 for a brief illustration of such conflicts). My 
study of the Chicago Bulls context is also limited because I did not directly investigate how the 
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legacy of the Bulls’ championships in the 1990s influences consumers’ current 
thoughts/emotions. This legacy is indeed critical to the current study however, as its extreme 
contrast to recent Bulls’ performances exacerbated the tensions between the firm and consumers. 
Thus, to address that concern in the future, I will investigate how the heritage and narrative of 
the Bulls’ success in the 1990s shape consumers’ current thoughts and emotions. Moreover, 
because this is the first study of brand community conflict and I focused on unpacking the 
construct, I did not examine specific differences between casual and die-hard fans. Investigating 
both the influences of the Bulls’ past success and the self-classification of fandom would 
certainly be areas worthy of scholarship.  
Future Research 
Inter/Intra-Element Contexts of Brand Community Conflict.    McAlexander, Schouten, 
and Koenig (2002) outline five elements of a brand community: focal consumer, other 
consumers, the brand, marketing agents, and the product. In this essay, I emphasize two human 
brand community elements, specifically focusing on conflict between the focal consumer and the 
firm. Future research should extend this work to examine tensions pertaining to other elements. 
For example, some informants allude to tensions between the meaning of the brand and the 
product by identifying particular athletes that did not exemplify “Chicago Bulls basketball” 
because there were “too soft” and did not play “gritt[il]y” enough. Cameron explains in more 
detail saying the notion of Chicago Bulls basketball encompasses “hard workers…play[ing] 
good defense, just working at it.” These comments illustrate the importance of how the 
relationship between the Bulls brand and the product influences fans’ consumption experiences.  
Another opportunity for future research involves the study of conflict within a brand 
community element. Examples of these types include: disagreements among marketing agents, 
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product attributes that contradict/undermine each other (for this context, data shows some 
evidence of conflict within the team product), disagreements between/among consumer groups 
(within a single brand community), and cognitive dissonance within a consumer. Though 
research exists on these topics, they are often discussed disparately, unlinked to the brand 
community experience (Avery 2010; Cummings and Venkatasan 1976). Drawing from the 
integrated brand community conflict model I offer in Figure 3.1C, Table 3.6 illuminates valuable 
research opportunities for brand community scholars to explore. 
                     TABLE 3.6: Contexts of Brand Community Conflict with the Bulls Community 
 Focal Consumer  Other Consumers Marketing 
Agents 
Product Brand 
Focal 
Consumer 
Fan experiences 
cognitive 
dissonance or 
ambivalence 
N/A N/A N/A N/A 
Other 
Consumers  
Fan disagrees with 
other fan groups 
Tensions between 
consumer groups  
N/A N/A N/A 
Marketing 
Agents 
Fan disagrees with 
firm decisions and 
firm behavior 
Marketing agents 
taking advantage of 
other fans’ 
willingness to pay 
Disagreements 
among 
marketing 
agents  
N/A N/A 
Product Fan disagrees with 
the team’s 
decisions/behavior 
Other fans disagree 
with product 
attributes  
Marketing 
agents do not 
value the team, 
and the team 
does not value 
the marketers 
Arguments 
between/amon
g teammates 
and coaches 
N/A 
Brand Fan disagrees with 
what the brand 
means 
Other fans 
disagrees with the 
meaning of the 
brand 
Marketing 
agents disagree 
with what the 
brand currently 
means. 
The product is 
not consistent 
with the 
brand’s 
meaning. 
Disparate 
brand 
meanings  
*Shaded regions represent relationship contexts critical to the current study 
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Brand Community Conflict Perceived by Different Consumer Groups.     Though my 
research unveils brand community conflict from the consumer perspective, my scope did not 
allow me to investigate important distinctions among different consumer groups. Future research 
should explore how consumers’ self-identified fandom (i.e., either as a “die-hard” or “casual” 
fan) influences how they react to conflict and their choice of strategy to manage it. I suspect 
moments of conflict within the brand community may even differentially shape how various 
consumer groups perceive the firm, the brand, and the products as well.   
Brand Community Conflict Perceived by the Firm.     This essay adopts a “bottom-up” 
approach by delineating brand community conflict from the consumer perspective. But of course, 
scholars and practitioners are also likely to (and should) be interested in how firms perceive and 
navigate brand community conflict. Importantly, Rahim (2002) notes the important difference 
between managing versus resolving conflict. Not all conflict is harmful. In fact, the 
organizational-behavior literature discusses multiple benefits of conflict, such as increased 
engagement/interaction (Rahim 2002). Thus, “Conflict management strategies should be 
designed to satisfy the needs and expectations of the strategic constituencies (stakeholders) and 
to attain a balance among them” (Rahim 2002, 209). Indeed, informants mention a few examples 
of how conflict in the Bulls’ context may be beneficial.  
Brand Community Conflict and other Marketing Constructs.     My delineation of brand 
community conflict introduces research opportunities to link the construct with other relevant 
marketplace phenomena, especially those related to social collectives. For example, although the 
topic is beyond the scope of my study, some of my data suggest brand community conflict may 
play a critical role in establishing and reinforcing certain marketplace sentiments, defined as 
collectively shared emotional dispositions toward marketplace elements (Gopaldas 2014, 998). 
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In the Bulls context, consumers’ perceptions of conflict seem systematically to influence their 
subsequent perceptions, thoughts, emotions, and behaviors, such that these consequences become 
shared among many consumers. As more Bulls fans share specific emotions about a certain 
issue, marketplace sentiments seem to emerge about the firm and the future of the team.  
To emphasize further the connection between these two constructs, I observe that Bulls 
fans seem to express and engage with multiple and even competing marketplace sentiments—an 
action that may contribute to polarizing the fan base (suggesting even more conflict may 
emerge). Exploring the linkages between brand community conflict and marketplace sentiments 
is just one example of a fruitful exploration, I expect the implications for brand community 
conflict inherently relate to other theoretical phenomena in marketing scholarship as well (such 
as brand loyalty, self-brand connections, and so on).   
Summary of Future Research.     Clearly, there is still much to learn regarding how brand 
community conflict manifests and how it influences consumer behavior and marketing practice. 
Resembling prior research that aims to delineate a novel phenomenon (Schau, Muñiz, and 
Arnould 2009), I do not claim to offer an exhaustive list of the sources of brand community 
conflict, consumers’ conflict management strategies, or the outcomes such conflict imposes on 
consumers. Future research should examine the different facets of brand community conflict I 
articulate to continue developing a holistic understanding of the brand community experience.  
Implications 
Theoretical Implications.     Theoretically, this essay makes several contributions to 
research on brand community and consumer behavior. The first, and perhaps most apparent, 
value I offer is demonstrating the merit of Rahim’s (2002) CMT to the consumer behavior (and 
even more broadly, to the marketing) discipline. I use the theory to define brand community 
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conflict, and I delineate how the types of conflict identified in extant literature manifest within 
brand communities. Furthermore, my data will allow me to explicate how consumers manage to 
maintain relationships with these conflicted communities. Pragmatically, I hope to offer insights 
to marketing managers interested in increasing functional conflict and mitigating the effects of 
dysfunctional conflict. Consequently, the current study should provide insight as to how 
practitioners may structure members’ interactions, communicate with their consumers, and 
encourage conflict beneficial to the brand community. 
Practitioner Implications.     Unveiling brand community conflict can be beneficial for 
practitioners aiming to manage consumers’ brand experiences. My research should allow brand 
managers to develop a deeper understanding of how firm behaviors/messaging impact their 
consumers. Specifically, marketing agents will better understand how consumers process 
instances of conflict, requiring reassurance that the firm cares and is working to improve its 
competence. Moreover, if scholars continue to enhance our understanding of this conflict, brand 
managers may learn how to optimize disagreements for their own benefit, perhaps even 
improving consumption experiences by increasing community participation/engagement. 
Utilizing the conceptual framework I offer, marketing practitioners should develop a better 
understanding of how consumers value the firm. In addition, my research should inform 
marketers how to communicate their intentions for the brand/s they manage to their target 
consumers.  
CONCLUSION 
The theoretical insights that emerge from this study pose important implications for 
consumer research. In this essay, I first discuss how deepening our understanding of what I term 
brand community conflict may contribute to extant scholarship in the brand community domain. 
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In doing so, I explain the importance of utilizing conflict management theory in consumer 
research. I offer an enhanced model of the brand community construct, illuminating possible 
negative communal experiences. Perhaps even more importantly, this model allows scholars to 
acknowledge how consumers’ observations of other brand community relationships may impact 
their experiences. Moreover, I introduce four sources of brand community conflict, including the 
new and distinct construct of perceived apathetic brand management. In addition to delineating 
these conflicts and how they manifest in a contentious brand community, I uncover how 
consumers react emotionally, and two types of strategies consumers utilize to consciously 
navigate these tensions. All of these contributions converge to offer a foundational understanding 
of conflict within brand communities. I encourage consumer researchers to continue this stream 
of research to develop a more holistic conceptualization of the brand community experience.  
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